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A  Trip  out  into  Clarity 

Andrew  Wolverton 


ivain  patters  against  the  rust  freckled  sliding  glass  door  of  Bill’s  trailer.  Bill’s 
walls  are  bare  save  for  the  few  plaques  and  a  family  photo.  The  local  NPR 
station,  WDDE,  babbles  on  low  under  the  spinning  whir  of  Bill’s  second  hand 
blender.  Bill  struggles  awkwardly  to  pour  the  contents  of  his  pulpy  breakfast  into 
his  dinged  up  stainless  steal  Treasure  Island  Scout  Reservation  thermos.  Drops 
of  magenta  mar  the  pristine  counter.  Bill  takes  steady  gulps  as  he  applies  his 
daily  coverings  taken  from  a  plastic  hamper  of  neatly  folded  clothes.  A  generic 
ringtone  disrupts  Bill’s  morning  doings. 

“Hey  Bill  buddy,  1  need  to  ask  a  favor,”  a  familiar  voice  chimes  on  the  phone. 

“Um  sure,  what  do  you  need  Carlos?”  Biil  inquiries. 

“Ok  man,  I  need  you  to  bring  some  goodies  to  Vanessa’s  tonight,  you  dig?” 

Bill  scans  his  one  half  kitchen  and  expels  through  his  nostrils  in  dis- 
amazement. 

“Yeah  Carlos,  1  dig.  Will  we  be  settled  then?” 

“For  sure,  just  bring  an  eight  sack,  and  don’t  show  up  in  that  dumbass 
uniform  of  yours  tryin  to  get  laid  tonight,”  Carlos  hackles. 

Bill  places  his  phone  down  on  the  counter  and  reaches  into  his  sparse 
silverware  drawer  and  pulls  out  an  old  Nokia  Brick  2.0. 

“Sergey,  I  need  some  neptune  by  two.” 

“Who  is  this?  How  did  you  get  this  number?”  a  polish  voice  nervously  asks. 

“It’s  the  pizza  guy,”  Bill  expels. 

“Ok  be  here  when  you  can,  and  don’t  wear  that  stupid  uniform.  It  makes  you 
look  like  cop.” 

Bill  stuffs  a  pair  of  khakis,  his  black  and  w'hite  Vinnie’s  Pizza  Department 
polo,  and  the  chrome  plated  plastic  badge  into  a  black  duffle  bag,  and  walks  out 
into  the  misty  morning  that  surrounds  the  trailer  park. 

Bill’s  grandmother  sits  on  her  white  wicker  chair  gingerly  puffing  Virginia 
Slims  through  a  small  filter  opiate  from  tar.  Her  hair  wisps  in  a  white  puff  atop 
her  head.  She  w  aves  to  her  grandson  as  he  brings  a  load  of  plastic  bags  to  her. 

“Morning  Nana.”  Bill  smiles  carrying  the  cargo  onto  her  w'hite  w'rap  around 
porch. 

“William  good  to  see  you  again  stranger,  how  have  the  tips  been?” 

“They’ve  been  good.  My  boss  has  been  talking  about  making  me  head 
driver.”  Bill  places  down  the  groceries  and  embraces  the  frail  old  woman. 

“That’s  good,  I’m  proud  of  you.  You  have  grown  into  such  a  fine  young 
man,”  she  says  as  she  takes  a  firm  squeeze  and  releases. 
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Bill’s  lips  press  together  to  form  a  tight  smile  as  red  touches  his  cheeks. 

“Here’s  some  money  for  the  groceries.”  She  hands  him  a  wad  of  bills.  “And 
here’s  a  little  extra.  In  case  you  find  a  date  with  someone  special.”  She  winks 
and  pats  him  on  the  shoulder. 

“Sergey,  your  pi/za’s  here,”  Bill  says  into  the  plastic  brick  as  he  pulls  into 
the  farthest  part  of  trailer  park.  Rusted  rims,  discarded  second-stolen  bike  parts, 
and  refuse  line  the  streets  on  this  part  of  the  park.  Sergey’s  double  wide  sits  at 
the  end  of  the  lot.  A  small  lawn  gnome  holding  a  Polish  flag  meets  Bill  as  he 
walks  up  to  Sergey’s  splintering  wooden  door.  A  stout  figure  opens  the  door  and 
motions  Bill  to  enter.  Sergey's  walls  clashed  together  pale  green  hexagons  with 
blue  semi-ridged  lines.  A  crucifix  sits  in  agony  on  the  wall  next  to  a  poster  of 
Scarface.  An  earthy  musk  permeates  from  the  grey  shag  carpeting  and  lingers 
above  Bill’s  upper  lip. 

“So  the  stuff  last  time  it,  was  good?”  says  Sergey  as  motions  Bill  to  a  musty 
brown  couch. 

“I...  I..  d...I  don’t  know,”  Bill  stutters  as  his  eyes  glance  at  the  black  hand 
gun  tucked  in  Surgey’s  waist. 

“Oh  that’s  right,  you  quit  didn’t  you,  Billy  boy?”  Sergey  sits  in  the  blue  arm 
chair  across  from  the  couch 

“Y..  Yeah,  1  just  owe  some  people  some  things.”  Bills  gut  tightened.  “Hey, 
urn,  last  time  I  got  from  you  it  was  a  G  short  could  you  just  cut  me  a  deal  this 
time?” 

Sergey’s  eyes  turn  into  a  glare  and  then  relaxes  as  he  pulls  out  his  gun  and 
places  it  on  the  coffee  table  between  them.  Bill’s  heart  freezes,  his  palms  made 
moist,  and  he  releases  an  audible  swallow. 

“No  can  do,  it’s  sixty  bucks.  Take  the  green,  get  out,  and  you  don’t  know  me. 
Got  et?”  Sergey  commands. 

“Yeah  Sergey,  I  know  the  drill” 

Bill  drops  the  money  on  the  table  in  defeat,  and  picks  up  two  plastic  vending 
machine  capsules  full  of  green  lumps,  stuffs  them  into  his  black  rain  coat,  and 
heads  out  to  his  mostly  red  scrapper  Hyundai  Sonata.  Bill  putts  out  of  the  trailer 
park  on  to  windy  Route  43.  Bill  wingles  on  his  work  clothes  taken  from  the 
black  duffle  bag,  as  he  preciously  swerves  down  the  beachside  road.  Bill  takes 
glances  at  wild  ponies  grazing  on  beach  shrubs  in  the  distance. 

Vinnie’s  Pizza  Department  is  on  fire. 

Bill  pulls  up  to  the  flash  of  red  and  white  surrounding  a  smoldering  brick 
building.  His  manager  Gina  cries  into  chest  of  an  able-bodied  firefighter.  A  tall 
lanky  figure  is  pulled  into  an  ambulance  on  a  stretcher.  Bill’s  insides  scream 
as  his  eyes  exude  horror.  He  parks  at  the  Tobacco  shop  across  the  street  and 
makes  desperate  strides  across  the  street.  His  the  middle  aged  manager  peels 
herself  from  the  stranger  to  meet  Bill.  Heavy  drops  of  tears  fall  from  Gina’s 
face  spreading  her  purple  mascara  into  her  crow’s  feet.  Heaving  rhythmic  sobs 
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thump  her  shoulders  violently. 

“T-h-ee  water  main  busted  in  on  the  electrie  oven.  Pete’s  in  bad  shape,  and 
Roniee...”  Gina  hold  out  a  long  laborious  wail.  “Ronie  lit  up  like  a  Christmas 
tree.” 

Bill  holds  the  trembling  woman  as  his  mind  fill  in  with  a  black  void  of 
morbid  disbelief. 

“Carlos.  1  have  your  shit.  Today’s  been  shit.  I’m  just  going  to  drop  it  off  now, 
man.  I’m  on  my  w'ay  to  your  place.  See  you  in  like  thirty”  -  Voice  mail  sent  - 

“Hey  bro,  why  you  got  that  stupid  uniform  on  now  ?  We  talked  about  this.” 
The  massive  blob  on  the  porch  chuckles  out  at  Bill  as  he  steps  onto  the  moist 
mushy  ground. 

“Yeah  sorry,  work  burned  down.”  Bill  glares  in  rebuttal.  Carlos's  face 
loosen’s  in  concern. 

“Ok  man,  take  a  seat.  You  wrant  some  ice  tea?” 

“Sure  I’m  going  nowhere  now  anyway.”  Bill  plops  on  a  plastic  lawn  chair 
next  to  Carlos.  He  turns  to  hand  the  capsules  to  beefy  hands. 

“Can  we  call  this  even?”  Bill  sighs. 

“Yeah  man,  w^e  good.  Wanna  smoke?” 

“I  mean.  Shit.  Yeah,  at  this  point  why  not,”  Bill  shrugs. 

Chubby  fingers  make  quick  work  of  wrapping  green  around  w'hite. 

A  flash  of  fire  is  exuded  on  to  the  creation,  and  a  billow  of  smoke  leaves 
Carlos’s  chubby  cheeks.  He  passes  to  Bill.  Bill  takes  a  long  drag  as  heat  enters 
his  lungs.  As  he  releases  he  is  harshly  greeted  by  stinging  pain.  Violent  coughs 
erupt  as  his  eye’s  slam  shut.  Bill  rushes  into  Carlos’s  trailer  to  find  his  hands  on 
a  clear  plastic  water  bottle.  He  takes  hurried  gulps  in  hopes  to  douse  the  fire.  A 
slight  metallic  ting  touches  the  back  of  his  tongue. 

“Billy  Boy,  you  done  fucked  up  man.  That  was  all  blotter.”  Heavy  breaths 
are  spoken  through  an  on  coming  void. 

I  saw  swirling  voids  of  vast  everything.  The  beginning,  the  middle,  and  the 
end.  All  things  and  no  things  entered  my  consciousness.  Cast  away  spinning 
into  nothing.  Days  beheld  seconds  of  eternity.  My  Flesh  and  Soul  danced  into  a 
Rubik’s  Cube  of  euphoria  and  terror.  My  hands  grasped  upon  the  thin  cloth  of 
reality.  I  began  to  see. 

On  the  First  Day, 

Great  hooves  pound  against  the  hot  sand.  I  feel  their  steps  rumble  my  being. 
Great  thunder  and  rhythm  bang  against  tendrils  of  swirling  dust.  I  see  upon  a 
horizon  of  light.  A  great  stone  chapel. 

On  the  fifteenth  day, 

1  made  battle  upon  demons.  The  armor  hides  their  blue  blood.  They  scuttle 
along  taking  what  little  I  have.  1  know'  they  have  a  hell  to  go  back  to.  I  take 
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my  boot  to  their  underbellies  to  expose  their  mandibles  and  spidery  legs.  They 
twitch  their  tails  as  geysers  of  blue  splash  upon  my  face. 

On  the  thirtieth  day, 

1  found  my  self  upon  the  doorstep  of  the  devil's  house. 

“Billy  boy  is  that  you?  You  look  like  shitty  jesus” 

“My  name  Is  Bill,”  I  reply,  my  fist’s  clench  and  my  gut  spasms. 

“You  know  you’re  under  my  thumb  now,  right?  That  was  lot  of  blotter.”  He 
reaches  into  his  waist  to  pull  out  hot  metal  madness.  Fire  enters  my  lungs  and 
heart.  Molten  lava  licks  my  brow. 

“You’re  fucked  Billy.”  He  shoves  me  to  the  ground  and  points  his  death  at 
me.  1  cackle  as  1  reach  to  find  something  cold  enter  my  hand. 

“You’re  fucked  Sergey.  You’re  pointing  that  gun  because  you’re  afraid.  I'm 
holding  a  rock  because  I'm  going  to  fucking  end  you.” 

“Big  talk  for  guy  who  looks  like  Jesus.” 

I  lunge  and  meet  him  as  thunder  strikes.  Hot  burst  of  splatter  upon  my  face.  I 
straddle  him  and  meet  rock  with  skull.  Pulp  and  chunk  lay  left  upon  the  ground. 
Drops  of  maroon  mar  the  sidewalk. 

“I’m  not  your  fucking  Jesus,”  I  expel. 
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1  his  is  boring,"  Gregg  moaned  behind  me.  "A  whole  day  walking  around 
looking  at  an  old  mansion.  My  mom  will  be  so  proud  when  1  tell  her  what  we 
did  in  history  class."  A  loud  sigh  escaped  him. 

"Relax  Gregg,"  1  said.  "It  will  only  be  a  little  while  before  wee'll  all  be  running 
outside  again  playing  soccer  for  PE.  Besides,  at  least  we're  not  sitting  in  a  chair 
for  50  minutes,  listening  to  Mr.  Gillburg  describe  why  The  American  Civil  War 
started  years  before  1 86 1 ." 

"Now  wait  a  minute,"  Tarrel  objected.  "That  talk  was  amazing.  1  only  wish 
Dr.  Gillburg  could  have  gone  in  to  a  little  more  detail  on  the  tensions  between 
the  slaves  and  the  slave  owners  in  the  southern  states,  but  the  stupid  bell  had  to 
ring  right  then." 

Tarrel  smoothed  back  his  black  curly  hair,  and  it  bounced  back  instantly, 
seemingly  unfazed.  I  absentmindedly  felt  my  own  straight  blond  hair. 

"Anyhow,"  Tarrel  went  on.  "We  haven't  even  gotten  onto  the  bus  yet,  and 
your  still  going  on  about  how  you  can't  wait  to  kick  your  truncated  icosahedron." 

"That's  not  true!"  Gregg  retaliated.  "And  I  don't  even  want  to  know  what 
body  part  that  was."  Gregg  grabbed  the  hand  rail  on  the  bus  and  pounded  up  the 
steps. 

"Gregg,  wait,"  Tarrel  called,  clumping  up  the  steps  after  him.  "It's  just  a 
soccer  ball." 

I  followed  them  up  the  steps  and  rolled  my  eyes  at  Tarrel.  "A  soccer  ball?"  I 
said  as  caught  up  with  him.  "Dude  you've  got  to  stop  making  fun  of  his  sports." 


=i=  *  * 


"Hey  Louis,"  Kevin  shouted  up  at  the  balcony,  "are  you  going  to  leave  me 
standing  here  all  night?" 

He  stood  waiting  in  the  shadow  of  the  building,  looking  up  for  the  anticipated 
ladder  to  be  dropped  down.  He  was  making  his  nightly  delivery,  which  was 
securely  stuffed  into  his  backpack.  I  threw  the  ladder  down  to  him,  and  after  he 
looked  right  and  left,  Kevin  ascended  up  the  ladder  with  the  agility  of  a  monkey. 
He  reached  the  top  and  I  helped  him  over  the  edge  of  the  railing  and  rolled  up 
the  rope  ladder. 

"I  thought  you  would  never  get  here,  I'm  starving!"  I  said  grinning. 

Kevin  dumped  the  contents  of  his  backpack  onto  a  table,  and  grinned  back. 
His  smile  faded  as  he  looked  around  the  room.  I  ignored  him  and  grabbed  a  ham 
and  cheese  sub  sandwich  from  the  pile  Kevin  had  dumped. 

"This  place  looks  like  a  whirlwind  went  through  here!"  Kevin  said  in 
disbelief. 

1  glanced  over  my  shoulder  at  the  stacks  of  books  and  papers  around  the 
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room,  my  mouth  stuffed  with  food. 

"You  really  need  to  clean  this  up.  I'm  bringing  Stephany  tomorrow,  and  she 
would  never  come  again  if  she  sees  this  mess." 

Scattered  about  the  room  were  philosophy  books  piled  high  in  messy  stacks, 
many  of  which  looked  like  they  would  fall  over  if  you  breathed  on  them.  1  had 
papers  of  varying  sizes  intermingled  with  the  books  on  the  floor,  though  most 
of  the  papers  were  on  the  table  sprawled  about  in  disorganized  heaps,  some  of 
which  were  hanging  over  the  edge. 

"Did  you  say  tomorrow?"  I  asked,  biting  my  lip.  "Heh  heh  heh.  1  guess  I  got 
a  little  carried  away  in  my  studying."  1  frowned.  "Don't  worry,  I'll  have  this  all 
cleaned  up  by  then." 

*  *  * 

The  mansion  actually  looked  kind  of  cool.  There  was  amazing  looking 
fountain  in  the  front,  with  a  stone  statue  of  a  woman  in  Greek  dress  on  top.  The 
exterior  of  the  mansion  was  a  typical  Victorian  style  house  with  gingerbread 
trimming  on  the  edge  of  the  roof.  It  had  a  widows  walk  around  a  tower  that  was 
at  the  far  left  corner  of  the  mansion,  which  I  really  hoped  would  be  part  of  the 
tour  to  go  up  into.  We  were  not  able  to  go  up  the  main  entrance  into  the  building 
which  led  to  the  second  story  floor,  but  instead  we  went  into  a  side  door  which 
went  under  the  stairs  leading  us  to  the  first  floor. 

"Wow,  this  place  is  huge!"  Tarrel  said  walking  up  beside  me.  "1  could  totally 
get  used  to  owning  a  house  like  this." 

"Yeah,  me  too,"  I  said,  looking  at  the  dark  brown  molding  on  the  comers  of 
the  ceiling. 

"Servants  and  everything,"  Tarrel  said,  overlapping  my  words.  "Servants  and 
everything."  He  said  knowingly.  I  rolled  my  eyes  at  him. 

"This  dining  room  is  great!"  Gregg  said  enthusiastically.  "You  could  play  a 
game  of  soccer  in  here  if  you  ditch  the  old  furniture." 

"Yeah,  you  could  also  use  the  chandelier  for  a  basket  ball  net,"  Tarrel  pointed 
out.  "I  don't  think  they  would  like  that,  though." 

The  group  had  stopped  so  that  Dr.  Gillburg  could  give  a  speech  about  the 
detail  of  the  painting  done  on  the  molding  around  the  windows.  As  usual,  Gregg 
was  wandering  around  the  edges  of  the  room,  looking  at  everything  but  the 
molding.  Did  he  ever  stand  still?  Returning  my  focus  to  the  windows  I  wished 
again  that  I  owned  this  house. 

"Julia!"  Gregg  whispered  in  my  ear,  startling  me. 

"What?"  1  whispered  back,  through  gritted  teeth. 

"Look  over  there!"  He  pointed  towards  a  hall  behind  us. "There  is  a  hole  in 
the  wall." 

*  *  * 
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How  is  working  at  the  auto  shop  going?"  1  asked. 


My  hunger  satisfied,  I  had  started  putting  away  the  food  Kevin  brought, 
stuffing  it  into  my  mini  refrigerator. 

"It's  going  great."  Kevin  said  unenthusiastically.  "Man,  1  can't  get  that  crazy 
lady  out  of  my  head.  I  know  it's  been  three  years  since  we  saw  her,  but  she  still 
haunts  my  dreams." 

"Dude,  don't  worry  about  it,"  1  said  slapping  his  back  as  1  sat  next  to  him. 

"Hut  I  do  worry.  Louis,  it  was  my  fault  that  she  put  a  curse  on  us,  and  you  are 
the  one  suffering  for  it." 

"That  was  my  choice." 

Kevin  closed  his  eyes  and  shook  is  head.  "1  can  still  hear  the  words  she  said 
when  she  found  out  that  I  loved  Stephany.  You  can  never  set  fool  outside  this 
mansion,  or  she  w  ill  die." 

"...  Unless  another  Albion  is  willing  to  take  your  place,"  I  finished  for  him.  "1 
know,  1  know.  It's  OK  though.  I'll  be  the  smartest  person  alive,  with  all  this  free 
time.  What  do  you  think  this  mess  is  for?"  I  joked.  Kevin  didn't  laugh. 

"Well,  Mansion  owner,"  I  said  changing  the  subject.  "1  apologize,  but  there  is 
a  hole  in  your  wall."  He  picked  up  his  head  and  1  knew  1  had  his  attention,  so  I 
went  on.  "I  w^as  moving  furniture  around  in  the  ballroom  when  I  tripped,  and  the 
shoe  bench  I  was  carrying  fell,  right  onto  the  patched  up  doorway.  I  told  you  we 
shouldn't  have  used  plaster  board  to  cover  things  up." 

"I  guess  I'll  have  to  block  it  off' before  I  leave  then,"  Kevin  said  rolling  his 
eyes. 

*  *  * 

"Gregg!"  I  loudly  w'hispered  accusingly.  "I  am  trying  to  listen  to  Dr. 
Gillburg’s  boring  lecture  for  once  and  you  want  to  talk  to  me  about  a  little  hole 
in  the  wall  at  an  old  mansion?" 

"It’s  not  little,"  Gregg  whispered  emphatically. 

"What  are  you  guys  whispering  about?"  Tarrel  asked  in  a  loud  whisper. 

"A  hole  in  the  wall,"  Gregg  said,  turning  to  Tarrel. 

"During  one  of  Dr.  Gilburg's  speeches?"  Tan-el  asked,  appalled  at  Gregg. 

"That's  what  I  said,"  I  pointed  out,  frowning  at  Gregg. 

By  this  time  the  group  had  moved  on,  and  we  were  still  standing  by  the  empty 
halhvay.  I  realized,  that  is  probably  why  Tan-el  had  joined  our  conversation,  as 
he  is  not  likely  to  leave  any  lecture  of  his  own  free  will. 

I  sighed,  "where  is  the  hole?" 

"Over  here,"  Gregg  grinned,  and  gestured  with  his  head  for  us  to  follow.  He 
walked  around  an  ancient  card  table  and  dusty  red-cushioned  chairs  or  was  that 
their  actual  color,  towards  a  hallway  at  a  corner  of  the  room  I  hadn't  noticed 
before.  Tarrel  followed  immediately  behind  him  and  I  tagged  along  in  back. 

At  the  entrance  of  the  hall  there  was  a  wire  strung  between  the  walls,  w'ith  a 
black  sign  reading  "DO  NOT  ENTER"  in  Bold  white  lettering.  But  by  the  time 
1  reached  it  Gregg  and  Tarrel  had  already  gone  onto  the  other  side  of  the  string 
and  w'ere  examining  the  rather  large  aperture  in  the  wall.  I  stood  by  the  sign. 
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"You  know,"  I  said,  "there  is  probably  a  reason  this  sign  is  up." 

"Were  not  doing  anything  intrinsically  wrong."  Gregg  said. 

"Woah,"  Tarrel  said  amazed.  "When  did  you  add  that  word  to  your  extensive 
vocabulary?" 

"Just  come  on  over  and  look,"  Gregg  insisted,  ignoring  Tarrel. 

The  wall  was  covered  in  wall  paper  except  for  the  area  where  the  opening 
was,  and  a  large  chest  that  probably  doubled  as  a  bench  at  one  time,  was  right  by 
the  opening.  It  was  a  modem  repair  to  an  old  house,  though  I  can't  blame  them, 
the  hole  was  the  size  of  a  washtub.  Around  the  edges  of  the  hole  the  lathing 
stuck  out  in  jagged  splinters.  It  looked  like  something  had  fallen,  through. 

"1  wonder  if  this  happened  because  of  the  earthquake  last  week,"  Tarrel 
speculated,  examining  the  hole. 

"There  is  a  room  on  the  other  side  and  I  know  we  haven't  been  in  that  one," 
Gregg  said. 

I  bent  down  to  look  in  the  hole,  because  it  was  closer  to  the  floor.  "Oh  my 
gosh!"  I  said,  almost  whispering.  Looking  in  the  room,  I  felt  I  was  going  back  in 
time.  All  our  heads,  by  this  time,  were  close  together  as  we  looked  through  the 
hole. 

"It’s  a  giant  sideways  chess  board!"  Gregg  exclaimed.  He  then  proceeded  to 
get  on  his  hands  and  knees  to  crawl  through  the  hole. 

"Gregg!"  Tarrel  whispered  loudly.  "You're  going  to  get  us  all  in  trouble." 

"I  think  we  already  have,"  I  pointed  out.  "I  mean,  the  group  left  and  we  didn't 
follow  it.  So  that's  a  definite." 

"You  guys  have  got  to  see  this."  Gregg's  voice  came  through  the  hole, 
muffled.  "It's  bigger  than  the  dining  room!" 

"Well,  here  goes  nothin',"  I  said,  crawling  through  the  hole. 

"You'd  better  hurry  I  can  hear  voices  coming  closer."  Tarrel's  voice  sounded 
muffled  now  that  I  was  on  the  other  side.  He  came  immediately  after  me, 
mumbling  something  about  "getting  caught".  I  stood  up  and  looked  around  the 
room.  The  hole  we  entered  through  was  an  old  closed  off  doorway  to  the  room 
which  was  at  the  far  left  side  of  the  room.  On  the  opposite  side  of  the  room  from 
where  we  entered  was  a  grand  staircase.  It  was  one,  wide,  curving  staircase 
which  led  up  to  a  balcony  that  wrapped  around  the  room.  The  railing  was  an 
elaborately  carved  dark  wood,  and  the  steps  up  had  dark  wood  on  the  top,  with  a 
riser  of  a  light  colored  wood.  The  pale  colored  wood,  and  the  dark  brown  wood, 
was  the  color  theme  throughout  the  room.  The  floor  had  a  diamond,  intarsia 
checkerboard  in  the  center,  framed  in  dark  wood,  with  white  wood  reaching 
to  the  wall.  The  ceiling  was  held  up  by  four  dark,  carved  wood  arches,  which 
reached  to  its  center.  While  the  comers  of  the  ceiling  were  framed  with  the  same 
kind  of  molding  which  many  of  the  other  rooms  had.  The  room  had  a  tall  ceiling 
that  reached  two  stories  high,  and  sound  echoed  loudly. 

"This  is  almost  worth  a  lifetime  of  detentions,"  I  whispered. 

"I  bet  this  was  a  ballroom,"  Tarrel  said,  looking  around  at  the  open  space. 

Gregg  had,  by  this  time,  gone  half  way  up  the  grand  staircase. 

"Gregg!"  I  whispered  as  loud  as  I  dared,  tiptoeing  after  him.  "Where  are  you 
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going?" 

"If  we  are  going  to  get  in  trouble  anyway,"  he  whispered  turning  back.  Then 
why  not  explore  this  place,  and  make  it  a  worthwhile  detention?" 

Tarrel  smiled  at  me  and  followed  Gregg  up  the  staircase.  1  smiled  to  myself 
and  made  my  way  up  the  stairs  after  them. 

"I  ley  there's  another  stairw  ay  over  here,"  Gregg  called  over  his  shoulder. 

"Slow'  down  Gregg,"  Tarrel  complained.  "Your  going  too  fast." 

"Yeah,"  I  agreed.  "Don’t  forget  us  normal  people,  back  here." 

Despite  our  pleas  for  Gregg  to  slow  dow  n,  Tarrel  and  I  were  enjoying  the  trek 
up  the  stairways,  though  they  seemed  to  go  on  endlessly.  There  were  only  about 
three  levels  of  stairs  but  they  went  up  in  an  enclosed  spiral  which  made  me  w  ant 
to  spin  around  in  the  opposite  direction  to  unwind  my  lopsided-feeling  body. 
There  were  doors  to  other  rooms  which  came  up  every  so  often  along  the  stairs, 
but  Gregg  did  not  seem  interested  in  them.  And  because  we  were  following  him 
we  did  not  open  them  either.  By  the  time  we  reached  the  last  door  1  could  hear 
Tarrel  breathing  hard  between  my  own  huffing  and  puffing.  I  jealously  noted  that 
Gregg  seemed  unfazed  by  the  climb. 

"Ladies  first,"  Gregg  said  to  me,  bowing  and  gesturing  to  the  door  handle.  I 
grinned  and  turned  the  handle,  opening  the  door  with  a  flourish. 

*  *  * 

I  watched  Kevin  climb  down  the  ladder  and  go  back  the  way  he  had  come. 
Since  we  had  closed  off  all  the  doors  w'hich  had  access  to  this  part  of  the 
mansion,  this  was  the  only  way  he  could  get  to  me.  We  had  made  the  decision  a 
while  back  that  no  one  could  know  I  was  living  here.  After  that  I  w'as  closed  off 
from  the  outside  world.  Except  for  Kevin's  weekly  visits  I  was  alone,  with  only 
books  for  company.  Occasionally  he  brought  Stephany  along  on  his  visits,  but 
she  was  afraid  of  the  mansion,  so  she  didn't  visit  often.  Kevin  left  in  poor  spirits, 
despite  my  efforts  to  relieve  his  mind  of  its  burden.  I  was  happy  he  could  be 
with  Stephany. 

I  decided  to  go  to  bed  early  that  night  so  I  could  get  an  early  start  on  cleaning 
up  the  mess.  I  looked  at  the  time  and  knew  that  idea  was  out  the  window.  It  was 
only  1 1 :30  and  I  still  hadn't  finished  my  online  class  assignments.  "Well,  I  gots 
to  do  what  I  gots  to  do." 


*  *  * 

Fully  expecting  a  dusty  old  store  room  with  cobwebs,  none  of  us  was 
prepared  for  the  mess  of  clothes  and  papers  all  over  the  room.  None  of  us  were 
expecting  the  piles  of  laundry  and  books  we  saw  piled  all  over.  Not  only  was 
there  no  space  to  walk,  but  I  could  hardly  see  the  chairs  which  1  knew  must  be 
under  the  junk  somewhere. 

"It  looks  like  somebody  lives  here,"  Tarrel  said.  "But  I  thought  this  was  an 
uninhabited  historical  building." 
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"It's  probably  a  homeless  guy,"  Gregg  said. 

"Would  a  homeless  man  have  all  this  stuff?"  1  asked. 

"He  would  if  he  had  been  living  here  for  a  while,"  Tarrel  pointed  out. 

1  walked  into  the  room,  carefully  placing  my  feet  where  I  could  see  open 
floor  space,  a  difficult  task. 

"I  smell  pizza,"  Gregg  said  behind  me.  It  did  smell  like  pizza. 

Across  the  room  there  was  a  door  with  a  window,  through  which  I  made  out 
a  metal  railing.  "Hey,  1  think  that's  the  widow's  walk."  I  pointed  to  the  door.  We 
all  started  walking  towards  the  door  between  the  piles  of  stuff.  I  had  reached  the 
door  and  opened  it  without  hesitation.  A  fresh  breeze  blew'  into  the  room  and  I 
closed  my  eyes  smelling  the  fresh  air  which  beckoned  me  out  to  the  edge  of  the 
balcony.  Tarrel  and  Gregg  followed  close  behind,  and  came  up  on  either  side  of 
me  as  I  looked  ov  er  the  metal  hand  rail.  The  railing  wrapped  around  the  room 
which  we  had  just  exited  and  we  slowly  made  our  way  around  it.  Then  we  heard 
foot  steps  behind  us. 

We  all  turned  simultaneously  towards  the  sound,  just  in  time  to  see  a  man  in 
a  black  t-shirt  and  jeans  come  around  the  comer  holding  the  pizza  Gregg  had 
smelled  earlier.  The  man  took  one  look  at  us  and  ran  towards  the  door  we  had 
just  come  through  moments  before.  We  all  looked  at  each  other  and  ran  to  the 
door  and  reached  it  before  he  could,  and  blocked  his  escape.  The  man  backed 
away  from  us,  fear  written  on  his  face. 

*  *  * 

This  was  not  happening.  No  one  was  supposed  to  see  me,  and  here  were  three 
people  standing  in  front  of  me  blocking  me  from  getting  to  my  own  room.  I 
thought  the  bus  left  already. 

"Who  are  you,  and  what  are  you  doing  here?"  The  brown  haired  boy  asked. 

"What  am  I  doing  here?"  I  retorted  "What  are  you  doing  here?  I  own  this 
place." 

"No  you  don't,"  the  black  boy  said  confidently.  "I  saw  a  picture  of  the  owner, 
Kevin  Albion,  on  the  flier  and  you  are  certainly  not  the  same  person." 

"Well  I'm  his  brother,  Louis  Albion." 

"I  thought  this  mansion  was  dedicated  to  the  memory  of  Louis  Albion."  The 
Blond  haired  girl  pointed  out. 

"Look,  it's  a  long  story  and  you  are  not  supposed  to  be  here." 

"Then  tell  us,"  the  girl  challenged. 

"O.K.  I'll  tell  you  the  story,  and  you  tell  me  your  names.  We'll  have  a  proper 
introduction." 

"Fine,"  the  brown  haired  boy  said.  I  could  tell  the  other  two  were  a  little 
uneasy  about  this.  So  I  decided  to  go  first,  even  though  they  already  knew  my 
name. 

"Hi.  My  name  is  Louis  Albion.  Nice  to  meet  you."  I  held  out  my  hand. 

1  could  tell  they  still  didn't  trust  me  even  after  the  introductions.  "Feel  free  to 
have  some  pizza  while  I  tell  the  story."  I  offered,  smiling.  I  pointed  to  the  pizza 
that  was  left  in  the  box  that  I  had  put  on  the  outdoor  table. 
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Louis,  as  he  called  himself,  sal  down  on  the  floor  and  started  telling  about 
how  his  brother,  Kevin,  met  this  woman  Arabella  Black,  who  fell  in  love  with 
him.  But  Ke\  in  didn't  love  her  back.  So  when  Kevin  did  fall  in  love  with  a  girl 
named  Stephany  Clarkson,  This  Arabella  person  told  him  that  his  wife  would 
die,  unless  an  Albion  stayed  at  the  house  forever.  Soon  after  that  both  their 
parents  died  in  a  car  accident  and  they  decided  to  make  up  a  story  that  Louis 
died  in  the  accident  with  them.  That  way  no  one  would  think  Louis  had  gone 
crazy  because  he  never  left  the  house. 

"So  I  offered  to  stay  here  so  Kevin  and  Stephany  could  live  a  normal  life. 

And  no  one  knows  of  my  existence,  except  for  my  brother,  and  now  you  guys," 
Louis  finished. 

There  w  as  a  long  silence  after  Louis  finished  speaking. 

"Have  you  ev  er  tried  to  find  a  way  you  can  both  get  out  of  it."  1  asked. 
Brrrrrriiing. 

Louis  jumped.  "Yep,  lots  of  times."  He  felt  around  in  his  pocket  for  his 
phone. 

"Maybe  that's  the  magic  ring!"  Gregg  joked.  "You  know,  just  like  Frodo  had. 
Your  phone  is  the  key  to  making  you  invisible  so  you  can  go  out  of  the  building 
and  break  the  curse." 

"Somehow  I  just  don't  think  that  will  work  for  him  like  that,"  I  said. 

"All  this  talking  is  making  me  hungry,"  Gregg  said.  He  stood  up  and  grabbed 
a  piece  of  pizza  from  the  box. 

"You're  leaving  now!?"  Louis  said  in  his  phone. 

I  watched  his  eyes  get  wide  as  he  looked  in  the  door  window  and  put  his  hand 
on  his  forehead.  He  paced  away  from  us  and  continued  talking.  1  was  unable 
to  make  out  what  he  was  saying,  and  since  Gregg  and  Tarrel  were  arguing 
about  something,  1  observed  our  new  acquaintance.  He  stood  straight  and  only 
slouched  his  muscular  shoulders  a  little  (He  must  do  some  kind  of  exercising). 
His  black  hair  was  gelled  into  a  swirl  on  his  forehead,  despite  the  porcupine 
spikes  that  stood  up  on  top.  He  spoke  passionately  into  the  phone  and  wrinkled 
his  forehead  as  he  spoke. 

"What  about  you  Julia,"  Gregg  interrupted  my  thoughts.  "Do  you  think  he  is 
telling  the  truth?" 

"I  don't  know,"  1  said.  "How  would  we  figure  out  if  he's  telling  the  truth 
anyway?  How  can  he  prove  to  us  anything?" 

"I  just  don't  know  if  we  can  trust  this  guy,"  Tarrel  said  evenly.  Gregg  only 
took  another  bite  of  pizza. 

"1  know  what  you  mean  Tarrel,"  Louis  said  coming  up  to  our  group.  "And, 

1  could  be  making  all  this  up.  But  I  want  to  extend  an  invitation  to  you  all  for 
dinner  tonight,  here.  To,  maybe,  clear  things  up.  My  brother  is  coming  with 
his  wife  and  if  you  want  to  know  if  I  am  telling  the  truth  you  can  ask  him. 
Otherwise  if  you  want  you  can  leave  and  make  a  decision  on  your  own.  All  1  ask 
is  that  you  don't  tell  anyone  about  me  before  you  decide." 
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I  could  see  my  offer  was  sinking  in,  and  at  least  they  were  not  calling  the 
police,  so  that  was  a  good  thing. 

"Well  at  least  we  got  a  good  story  before  we  get  sentenced  to  detention." 
Gregg  said.  Breaking  the  awkward  silence. 

"1  should  eall  my  mom,"  Julia  said. 

"Me  too,"  Tarrel  agreed. 

'Til  tell  her  we  all  hung  out  after  school  instead  of  coming  straight  home. 
Because  we  did."  Julia  made  an  excuse. 

"1  don't  know  about  you,"  Gregg  said.  "  But  I'm  gonna  stay  for  dinner  and 
find  out  the  truth.  Even  if  it's  just  to  prove  Tarrel  wrong."  Gregg  looked  at  Tarrel 
with  a  smirk  on  his  face. 

"Let's  just  dig  the  pit  deeper,  shall  we,"  Tarrel  said  rolling  his  eyes. 

"Hey,  you  don't  have  to,"  Gregg  pointed  out.  "Free  food.  Why  not?" 

"1  think  we  should  all  keep  together,"  Julia  voiced  firmly. 

Tarrel  and  Gregg's  heads  turned  to  Julia.  Both  opened  their  mouths  to  say 
something,  but  stopped  before  anything  came  out. 

Julia's  blond  ponytail  swished  back  and  forth  as  she  talked  to  the  two  young 
men  in  front  of  her.  "Great,"  she  said,  before  turning  around  and  facing  me.  "I 
only  have  one  question."  Her  blue  eyes  looked  into  mine.  "What  would  that  be." 

I  asked. 

"How  can  your  brother  get  up  here  if  all  access  is  blocked  off?" 

"Ahh.  Well  in  that  comer  of  the  balcony  I  store  a  handy  rope  ladder."  I 
gestured  for  them  to  look  behind  them.  "This  side  of  the  balcony  is  the  only  side 
that  has  a  straight  drop  down.  All  the  other  sides,  as  you  see,  are  blocked  by  the 
roof  of  the  building." 

The  three  of  them  looked  around  the  comer  of  the  balcony  observing  the  roof 
and  leaning  over  the  edge  of  the  railing.  The  shadows  were  lengthening  which 
reminded  me  of  my  obligation  to  clean  my  room  before  my  brother  and  sister  in 
law  arrived. 

"O.K.  ...  well  1  do  apologize,  but  I  have  to  clean  up  before  my  relations 
arrive.  If  you  all  want  to  stay  out  here,  and  enjoy  the  sunset  and  relax  I'll  be  here 
if  you  need  me." 

There  was  an  awkward  silence  that  followed,  but  they  seemed  to  understand 
me.  I  smiled  and  turned  toward  the  door. 

*  *  * 

"This  whole  thing  is  kind  of  weird,"  I  said.  "But  I  kind  of  like  the  guy." 

"How  can  anyone  like  a  criminal?"  Tarrel  speculated.  "We  hardly  know  the 
guy  and  you  are  all  the  sudden  saying  you  like  a  man  you  don't  even  know?! 
Julia."  Tarrel  looked  at  me  with  wide  eyes  and  put  his  hands  around  my 
shoulders  to  make  sure  I  was  listening.  He  had  a  right  to  be  afraid.  "You  need  to 
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take  a  giant  step  back  and  look  at  what's  going  on." 

"You  are  right  Tarrel,"  I  said  grabbing  his  shoulders.  "But  I  just  have  this 
feeling  that  he  is  not  a  criminal." 

"Me  too,"  Gregg  chimed  in.  "And  you  know,  Tarrel,  if  Julia  feels  like  he's 
fine,  then  he  probably  is.  She's  never  been  w  rong  before." 

"1  know  Gregg,  blit  what  if  she  is  wrong?"  Tarrel  voiced  his  fear. 

"I'd  say  we  should  trust  her  judgment." 

"Hello!"  I  called  out,  waving  my  hand  in  front  of  their  faces.  "I'm  still  here. 
You  don't  have  to  talk  around  me.  If  you  guys  want  to  continue  to  argue  it  out 
then  by  all  means,  go  ahead  and  do  so.  But  while  you  are  deciding  to  stay  I 
am  going  to  see  if  he  needs  any  help."  I  walked  between  them  back  into  the 
building.  1  could  feel  their  eyes  rolling,  as  1  heard  the  door  slam  behind  me. 

"Need  some  help?"  I  asked  Louis. 

"You  don't  have  to,  but  I  do  enjoy  conversation,"  Louis  said  over  his  shoulder 
as  he  organized  a  stack  of  papers. 

"How  about  you  tell  me  what  all  this  mess  is  about  then,  while  I  clear  the 
table?"  I  said,  walking  around  a  pile  of  clothes  to  reach  the  table. 

"O.K."  Louis  smiled  at  me.  "How  about  you  fold  that  mountain  of  laundry 
while  I  tell  you  that  the  mess  is  here  because  I  am  studying  for  my  masters  and  I 
have  been  very  busy  studying." 

"That's  a  nice  excuse,"  I  said,  grabbing  a  piece  of  laundry.  I  looked  at  the 
pile.  "Wait,  if  this  is  all  clean,  why  is  it  on  the  floor?!!" 

"There  is  a  basket  under  there...."  Louis  said  turning  around  to  examine  the 
pile.  "...Somewhere...I  think." 

"I'll  let  you  know  if  I  find  it  then,"  I  said  rolling  my  eyes.  "So,  if  you  are 
studying  for  a  masters  degree,  then  do  you  mind  me  asking  how  old  you  are?" 

"Twenty-two." 

"So  you  are  not  really  that  far  along  then?" 

"No,  ah,  actually  I  am  almost  finished." 

I  dropped  the  sock  I  was  folding.  "That's  impossible.  When  did  you  start? 
When  you  were  twelve?" 

"Of  course  not,  only  when  I  was  fourteen.  Just  kidding."  He  chuckled.  "Nah, 

I  started  when  I  was  eighteen.  About  half  a  year  after  my  parents  died." 

"Oh."  I  folded  another  pair  of  pants  from  the  pile,  and  three  t-shirts  in  silence, 
not  sure  what  to  say  next. 

"Hey,  I'm  sorry  you  have  to  see  this  mess  as  a  first  impression.  I  can  keep  a 
house  clean,  you  know." 

Before  I  could  answer,  Tarrel  entered  the  room,  followed  by  Gregg,  who  had 
a  huge  grin  on  his  face. 

"Hey  Louis?"  Tarrel  called.  "Do  you  have  any  more  food?" 

"Yeah,  sure.  You  hungry?"  Louis  asked. 

"No.  I  just  need  to  stuff  someone's  face  so  he  will  stop  talking,"  Tarrel  said 
half  seriously.  He  raised  his  eyebrow's  looking  at  Gregg. 

"Ha  ha,  I  see,"  Louis  said,  trying  to  keep  from  breaking  out  in  a  true  laugh. 

"You  know,  1  would  still  talk  with  the  food  in  my  mouth,"  Gregg  joked. 
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Everyone  laughed,  and  the  mood  was  lightened. 

I  was  about  to  make  another  joke  when  we  all  heard  someone  calling  a 
familiar  chant. 

*  *  * 

"Rapunzel,  Rapunzel  let  down  your  long  hair!" 

Of  all  the  times  Kevin  visited,  he  had  to  use  that  call  this  time.  Everyone 
heard  it  and  started  laughing. 

"What  was  that?"  Gregg  said  between  laughs. 

"That,"  I  said.  "Was  my  brother." 

"Oh!"  Julia  said,  surprised. 

"I'll  be  right  back,"  I  told  them. 

I  briskly  walked  out  to  the  balcony  and  made  my  way  to  the  rope  ladder, 
more  than  a  little  annoyed  at  my  brother  for  using  a  call  I  had  previously  deemed 
annoying. 

"Not  by  the  hair  of  my  chinny  chin  chin,  if  you  keep  using  that  call.  "I  called 
over  the  edge  of  the  balcony.  1  let  the  rope  ladder  down  and  Stephany  climbed 
up  the  ladder  first.  "It's  good  to  see  you  Stephany."  I  gave  her  a  hug. 

"How  are  you,  Louis?"  Stephany  asked. 

"Good.  Hey  Kevin."  We  clasped  hands  and  hugged.  "I  have  a  surprise  for 
you." 

"Really?"  Stephany  said.  "We  have  a  surprise  for  you  too."  She  smiled  at 
Kevin. 

"Wow,  well  my  surprise  is  in  the  house."  1  gestured  for  them  to  go  first. 

"1  hope  it's  not  another  hole  in  the  wall,"  Kevin  said. 

"No,  it's  worse,"  I  joked. 

"Stephany  opened  the  door  and  stopped,  her  slender  hand  still  touching  the 
handle. 

"What  is  it  Steph?"  Kevin  asked  pushing  the  door  open  further.  Kevin  turned 
back  to  me  with  surprise.  "Do  they  know?"  he  whispered. 

I  nodded.  "Yeah."  I  walked  in  after  them  and  introduced  them.  "So,  I  invited 
them  to  dinner  and  here  they  are." 

"I  see,"  Kevin  said.  "Well  I  guess  I  should  get  that  wall  patched  up."  A  quiet 
chuckle  went  about  the  room. 

"Well,  since  we  are  all  here  for  dinner,"  Stephany  said,  smiling.  "Shall  we 
eat?" 

*  * 

It  was  nice  to  hear  the  story  from  Stephany's  view,  as  we  ate  the  home- 
cooked  meal  that  she  and  Kevin  brought,  along  with  some  food  Louis  had  in  his 
mini  fridge.  Thanks  to  the  cleanup  we  had  done,  we  had  a  clean  table  to  eat  on. 
Though,  there  were  still  some  stacks  of  books  and  papers  left  in  the  comer  of  the 
room.  The  conversations  continued  after  dinner  was  cleaned  up.  I  found  myself 
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talking  with  Stephany  about  Kevin. 

"You  would  think  that  he  would  be  the  wiser  older  brother,  but,  before  we 
got  married,  Kevin  was  not  the  most  faithfi.il  guy."  Stephany  smiled  to  herself.  "I 
still  wonder  if  he  is  faithful,  but  I  feel  that  he  is  not  willing  to  risk  anything  for 
his  brother's  sake." 

"What  do  you  mean?"  I  asked. 

"1  think  that  after  Louis  offered  to  stay  at  the  mansion  in  place  of  him,  he 
look  it  hard.  1  le  stopped  going  out  with  other  women.  He  got  a  job.  Now  it 
seems  he  is  trying  to  make  up  for  his  past  failures." 

"You  have  a  lot  of  courage  staying  with  him,  knowing  his  past." 

"Thanks."  She  gave  me  a  warm  smile.  "Well  it  was  really  nice  to  talk  to  you, 

1  hope  you  will  come  and  visit  again."  Stephany  looked  at  the  Grandfather  clock 
on  the  opposite  wall.  "Kevin,  I  think  we  should  get  going.  I'm  getting  a  little 
tired." 

Kevin  looked  away  from  the  conversation  that  Louis  and  Tarrel  were  having 
about  cars.  "Sure.  Five  minutes?"  He  asked. 

"O.K."  Stephany  consented.  "Then  we  have  to  tell  'Rapunzel'  the  surprise, 
before  1  forget." 

"I  heard  that!"  Louis  said,  without  turning  around. 

Kevin  stood  up.  "Now"  he  mouthed  to  Stephany.  She  nodded.  "Before  we 
leave  bro  we  have  something  to  ask  you."  Louis  looked  at  Kevin,  raising  his 
eyebrow.  "Would  you  be  willing  to  help  us  pick  out  some  names?" 

Louis  was  confused  for  a  few  seconds.  He  looked  from  Kevin  to  Stephany. 
Stephany  had  a  huge  grin  on  her  face,  and  Kevin  had  a  mischievous  smile.  Then 
Louis  started  smiling.  "Really?  A  baby.  That's  awesome!"  He  stood  up,  and  gave 
Kevin  and  Stephany  each  a  hug.  "Congratulations!" 

"Congratulations,"  I  told  them. 

"Yeah,  Congratulations  you  guys.  Is  it  a  boy?"  Gregg  asked. 

We  all  laughed. 

It  was  late.  We  said  goodbye,  promising  to  visit,  and  almost  simultaneously, 
Gregg  and  Tarrel  and  I  moved  towards  the  ladder,  to  go  down  after  Kevin  and 
Stephany. 

*  *  * 

So  ends  their  visit.  Who  knows  if  1  will  ever  see  them  again.  1  waved  one  last 
time  before  I  closed  the  door  behind  me. 
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Lulled  Away 

Zangelica  Chaffee 


It’s  nineteenth  century  London  and  you’re  resting  at  the  base  of  a  cliff.  The 
sound  of  the  waves  meeting  the  sand  lulls  you  deeper  into  an  inevitable  sleep. 

You  really  can’t  remember... 

...can’t  quite  be  sure  what  exactly  possessed  you  to  propel  yourself  over  the 
edge.  Perhaps  you  were  tired  of  looking  at  the  lavish  carriages  that  pulled  the 
ladies  and  gentlemen  in  their  finery- — the  fact  that  you’d  never  be  there.  Perhaps 
it  was  the  fact  that  the  plague— in  the  town  over — had  recently  claimed  your 
sister.  Or  maybe  you  had  contracted  scarlet  fever  yourself  and  just  wanted  an 
easy  way  out.  Or  maybe  life  was  simply  becoming  a  bore.  Whatever  the  reason, 
you  now  lie  face  up  in  the  sand,  hair  sticking  messily  against  your  bloodied 
forehead. 

Your  lips  part  slightly,  you  want  to  say  something. 

Anything. 

But  you  can’t  quite  find  the  words.  So  you  just  stare  up  at  the  cloudy,  gray 
sky.  You  can  taste  rain  on  your  tongue. 

You  better  get  moving. 

But  you  can’t. 

The  fall  had  taken  your  legs  and  possibly  your  ribs,  but  not  your  life  as  you 
had  hoped.  What  did  you  do  wrong?  How  did  you  survive  the  fall?  It  no  longer 
matters.  And  so  you  roll  onto  your  stomach  with  a  huff  and  begin  dragging 
yourself  on  two  weak  and  battered  arms  across  the  sand.  The  tiny  grains 
prickling  your  open  wounds,  building  up  a  dirty  feeling  kind  of  pain  that  you 
never  thought  you’d  ever  feel. 

The  filth  is  in  your  blood. 

By  now  you  are  panting,  you’d  only  managed  to  crawl  about  four  feet  from 
your  initial  landing  point.  You  hear  the  sky  rumble  overhead  as  if  scolding  you 
for  your  weakness. 

What  a  bummer. 

You  can’t  escape  now. 

It’s  all  to  close. 

And  finally  your  drive  to  live  kicks  in  to  its  fullest.  You  scream,  but  your 
voice  is  weak  as  your  throbbing  arms — only  a  muffled  wince  burbles  out  from 
your  throat.  Whatever  volume  it  would  have  had  (if  any  at  all)  was  claimed  by 
the  brewing  storm.  You  feel  yourself  grow  dizzy.  You  are  low  on  blood... on 
life.  You  feel  it  ebbing  out  of  you — down  your  arm,  out  of  your  legs,  and  rolling 
down  the  side  of  your  head. 

Yes. 

Yes.  You  could  have  sworn  that  you’ve  done  this  before — on  a  battlefield, 
sword  in  hand,  armor  disheveled.  You  died  with  honor,  with  your  guts  spilling 
out — for  your  kingdom.  And  with  a  similar  sleet  of  rain  filling  your  split  gut.  You 
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can  remember  it  clearly  now.  Directly  in  your  dying  mind’s  eye. 

But  that  was  impossible  right?  You  only  get  to  live  one  life.  You  only  get  to 
die  in  one  manner. 

Right? 

You  stretch  your  arm  out  and  bellow  once  again.  But  to  whom?  For  what? 

I  lelp  or  answers.  You  have  no  time  left  for  either. 

A  bolt  of  lightning  contacts  your  body.  You  jolt  and  jerk  and  twitch.  It  only 
stings  for  a  little  bit.  You  feel  your  skin  singe.  But  that  ends  quickly  too.  Your 
heart  stops.  Your  brain  stops.  And  now  you  are  weightless.  Hovering  gently  over 
the  ground  being  carried  by  the  winds  of  time — in  a  state  of  all-knowing — into 
the  next  life. 

It's  sublime. 

You  now  find  yourself  in  a  funky  little  cul  de  sac.  It  is  sixteen  years  past 
your  birth;  you’ve  been  living  a  good  life.  But  it’s  not  the  one  you  really  wanted. 
Lava  lamps  and  lime  green  aren’t  really  your  thing.  And  frequent  trips  to  the 
disco— a  trend-to-be  with  your  mom...  well  that  just  wasn’t  groovy.  You’d  much 
rather  see  the  Beatles  live.  Counter  culture  is  the  ‘in  thang’.  Down  with  the  man, 
right? 

In  fact,  you  are  planning  on  running  off  with  a  much  older  long  blonde 
haired  girl  (who  insists  on  wearing  this  huge  teal  crystal  necklace  and  this 
brightly  colored  head  band)  and  a  younger  boy  of  about  fourteen  with  long  and 
messy  black  hair.  Yes,  you  plan  on  running  off  to  a  place  where  you  could  be 
more  in  tune  with  nature.  And  what  fun  would  it  be  if  your  parents  knew? 

None  at  all. 

Which  is  why  you  climbed  into  that  clunky  bright  orange  Volkswagen  in  the 
dead  of  night.  You  had  packed  light;  a  couple  of  your  flared  pants,  smiley  face 
and  peace  sign  t-shirts,  a  headband  or  two,  and  a  pair  of  your  best  pink  lensed 
sunglasses.  Caroline  assured  you  that  she’d  provide  you  with  an  adequate  food 
supply. 

You  shouldn’t  have  trusted  her... 

The  minute  you  step  into  the  Volkswagen  the  pungent  odor  of  marijuana 
meets  your  nose.  You  cough  and  attempt  to  ward  the  scent  off  by  fanning  your 
nose  with  your  hand.  You  can  hear  Caroline  and  Ryan  laughing  at  your  reaction. 

“Welcome  home.”  Caroline  shoots  you  a  smile. 

Ryan  flips  his  hair  and  offers  you  some  of  his  Mary  Jane.  You  accept. 
Because,  hey,  what  the  hell?!  You  don’t  plan  on  going  home  anytime  soon.  And 
you’re  game  for  trying  something  new. 

“So  where  to  first?”  You  ask  as  you  inhale  the  drug.  You  can  already  see  it, 
the  trip  around  the  world  to  vast  woodland  areas  and  fields  right  out  of  those  hip 
photographs.  Or  maybe  it  was  just  the  marijuana  getting  to  you. 

“Wherever  the  wind  calls  us  man,”  Ryan  declares  as  Caroline  slides  a  beaded 
necklace  with  a  dream  catcher  pendent  over  your  head.  “Wherever  the  wind 
takes  us...” 


19 


And  that  filthy  wind  you’ve  been  puffing,  combined  with  horrendously  poor 
hygiene  ended  your  ‘groovy’  lifestyle.  That  filthy  wind  led  you  to  your  death. 
And  carried  you  into  your  next  life. 


A  life  in  which  you  grew  up  listening  to  Kiss,  Poison,  Lita  Ford,  and  (when 
your  mother  took  hold  of  the  boom-box)  Madonna  and  Cyndi  Lauper.  At  least 
for  that  short  six  years  you  spent  in  that  decade.  You  were  fond  of  your  Cabbage 
Patch  Kids  and  that  occasion  when  you  got  to  watch  The  Cosbys  or  A  Team. 
Those  six  years  were  indeed  great  fun.  Though  you  were  too  young  to  realize 
what  a  shame  it  was  that  you’d  never  get  to  spend  your  teen  years  attending 
Alice  Cooper  and  Ozzy  Osbourne  concerts.  A  shame  that  your  life  was  claimed 
by  a  drunk  driver  in  a  yellow  corvette.  Your  mom  only  leaves  you  for  a  minute 
or  two,  but  that’s  all  it  takes  for  you  to  get  distracted  by  a  rather  colorful 
insect — you  learned  about  this  kind  of  butterfly  in  class  the  day  before  but  can’t 
quite  recall  the  name.  No  matter,  you  decide  to  follow  it  into  the  street.  You  then 
remember  what  mommy  had  told  you  about  crossing  the  street;  stop  and  look 
both  ways. 

But  it’s  too  late  at  this  point. 

You  already  see  the  headlights  beaming  brightly  into  your  eyes. 

You  don’t  even  have  time  to  scream... 

And  you  are  once  more  being  whisked  away  by  the  winds  of  time — lulled 
away  with  visions  of  another  life.  You  find  yourself  thinking  again.  Wondering 
why  this  was  all  so  familiar.  Why  these  specific  thoughts  were  so  familiar. 

And  suddenly — but  only  for  the  seconds  before  you  were  back  in  the  womb 
again — you  could  see... remember  the  face  of  a  knight,  of  a  lower  class  Victorian 
civilian,  of  a  hipster.  And  for  the  tiniest  sliver  of  time  you  wondered:  was 
everyone  like  you?  Did  everyone  have  this  sort  of  realization?  Could  your 
own  mother  have  been  the  one  to  kill  you  on  the  battlefield  as  you  fought  for 
King  Ryan?  Or  were  you  just  unique?  One  of  a  kind.  The  only  human  being  to 
transcend  a  vast  many  lifetimes  in  a  vast  many  bodies,  with  no  recollection  of 
each  until  you  dying  breath.  Until  you’ve  become  that  null  and  void  entity  that 
you  are  now. 

And  then  the  dark  of  the  womb.  The  absence  of  thought... 

All  of  psychedelic  mumbo  jumbo  gone... 

All  those  past  memories  fuzz,  a  white  noise  undetectable  in  the 
background... 

A  slate  wiped  clean. 

'fc  'fc 

You  awaken  from  a  nightmare.  One  that’s  plagued  you  for  ten  years  since  the 
age  of  six.  It  was  always  the  same,  you  were  walking  across  the  street  and  then, 
the  next  thing  you  know,  you’ve  been  struck  by  a  speeding  corvette  of  a  yellow 
color.  Or  was  it  blue?  Maybe  red?  You  can’t  remember.  It  doesn’t  matter.  All  you 
know  is  that  you  always  end  up  bolting  upright  in  your  bed  as  the  car  meets  your 
body. 
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You  shudder  and  wipe  a  bead  of  cold  sweat  from  your  hairline.  Sparing  a 
glance  at  the  alarm  clock  on  your  night  stand.  2:45  a.m.  You’re  erratic  breathing 
gradually  evens.  You  take  a  sip  from  the  glass  of  water  on  the  nightstand 
propped  by  your  bed.  And  then  you  try  to  go  back  to  sleep.  After  all  it  was 
obviously  nothing  more  than  a  reoccurring  dream.  A  familiar  horror  you  are 
almost  comfortable  with  at  this  point. 

Just  a  dream  you  whisper  into  the  dark  as  you  begin  to  count  sheep;  one... 
two... three... four.  On  and  on.  You  lose  count  at  sheep  52  and  wonder  how  the 
hell  this  helps  anyone  go  to  sleep.  So  you  try  counting  turtles  instead. 

And  you  are  once  again  on  the  brink  of  sleep,  only  to  hear  the  screeching 
of  tires  once  more— this  time  triggered  by  the  neighbor’s  beater  ear.  You  sigh 
heavily  and  start  with  the  counting  again,  this  time  you  decide  to  mix  it  up  a  bit 
by  counting  bats.  Bat  24  was  probably  a  vampire  in  disguise.  You’re  mind  turns 
to  the  ear  again.  Just  a  dream  you  repeat  to  yourself. 

Just  a  dream... 
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#2478806 

Elizabeth  Chatman 


Y ou  hear  the  company  wants  to  double  production  rates  next  year?” 

“Mm,”  the  scientist  replied  absentmindedly,  twirling  his  pen  in  his  fingers, 
gazing  over  his  notes  and  figures  regarding  Apparatus  #783402,  an  older  model. 
She  appeared  to  be  malfunctioning. 

“Fucking  crazy,  man.  How  fast  do  they  think  we  can  crank  these  bastards  out? 
They’re  people,  for  gods  sake.”  He  shook  his  head  at  the  numbers  and  stamped 
a  clear,  red  “DEFECTIVE”  at  the  top  of  the  page  and  pushed  them  away.  He 
pushed  up  his  glasses  and  rubbed  his  eyes,  ran  a  hand  through  his  feathery  hair. 
Anderson  had  packed  and  locked  up  his  station,  and  was  waiting  at  the  lab  door. 

“You  coming?” 

“No,  I  think  I’ll  stay  a  few.” 

“Again?  C’mon  man,  you’ve  been  staying  late  for  weeks  now.  Let’s  go  get  a 
drink.”  But  he  just  waved  and  turned  back  to  his  paperwork.  Anderson  sighed 
and  left. 

He  waited  a  moment,  listened  to  Anderson’s  muffled  footsteps,  the  security 
clearance  buzz,  and  the  hydraulic  hiss  of  the  glass  doors  closing. 

He  unlocked  the  bottom  drawer  of  his  desk  and  pulled  out  from  underneath 
files  a  small,  black  hard  drive  and  a  security  badge.  He  tucked  the  items  into  his 
lab  coat  pocket.  The  hard  drive  weighed  against  his  chest. 

He  passed  through  several  key-coded  doors,  entering  various  numbers  and 
scanning  his  badge  along  the  way.  His  footsteps  echoed  in  long,  bright  hallways. 
He  took  a  side  stairwell  down  eight  floors  to  the  sub  level,  peered  out  into  the 
hall,  watched  the  camera,  and  waited  for  the  right  moment.  The  flashing  green 
light  paused  for  a  second  too  long,  then  flicked  off.  He  rushed  to  the  elevator  and 
slipped  in.  He  punched  the  button  marked  L  and  the  elevator  whirred  down.  It 
slowed  to  a  stop  and  the  doors  slid  open  to  a  short  hallway  with  a  single  steel 
vault  door  at  the  end.  Above  it  read  “The  Library.”  Underneath  was  inscribed 
“Where  every  book  has  it’s  place  and  purpose.”  He  removed  the  stolen  property 
from  his  pocket  and  gently  swiped  it  through  the  scanner.  He  held  his  breath  as  a 
small  green  light  flashed  and  the  heavy  door  swung  open. 

He  walked  in  quietly,  taken  aback  at  the  sight  of  the  place.  He’d  been  in  there 
once  before  during  the  tour  when  he  was  recruited  by  The  Association  years 
ago.  The  metallic  room  was  vast  and  quiet  all  except  for  a  constant  low  hum.  The 
shiny  black  bookcases  towered  and  stretched  back  endlessly.  He  strode  along  the 
main  aisle,  turned  into  the  seventh  row  and  walked  noiselessly  down  the  narrow 
corridor,  following  the  numbers.  He  pulled  close  one  of  the  sliding  book  ladders 
and  climbed  a  few  steps  up,  running  his  fingers  across  the  smooth  surface  until 
he  found- 

2478806  newly  etched  into  the  metal.  He  gently  pulled  open  the  small  drawer. 
The  slot  inside  was  empty.  Ready.  He  produced  the  hard  drive  from  his  pocket 
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and  held  it  tightly.  He  activated  a  tiny  switch  at  the  base  with  shaking  fingers 
and  slid  it  in.  He  flicked  two  more  switches  inside  the  drawer,  hesitated  a  second 
longer,  and  clicked  the  drive  into  place.  It  hummed  awake  and  its  white  light 
appeared  and  steadily  brightened,  a  new  life  igniting. 


SIX  YEARS  LATER 


He  sat  upright  in  the  office,  foot  tapping,  hands  unable  to  remain  still.  He 
checked  his  watch  once  more  and  stared  out  the  floor-to-ceiling  windows  at 
the  silver  buildings  gleaming  in  the  sun  against  the  clear  blue  sky.  He  wished  he 
could  get  some  fresh  air.  He  heard  the  shuffling  of  feet  down  the  hall,  the  hasty 
scratching  of  pen  tips  on  paper,  the  rehearsed  script  of  the  tour.  Prospective 
interns,  fresh  from  the  factory. 

“Graham  Ellis,  I  presume?”  A  tall  elderly  gentleman  in  a  soft  gray  suit  had 
appeared  at  the  door  and  extended  his  hand.  He  shook  it  firmly  and  nodded. 

“Yes,  sir.”  The  gentleman  settled  into  his  desk  chair  and  leaned  back,  folded 
his  arms  across  his  chest  and  stared  at  the  young  man  in  front  of  him,  a  small 
smile  playing  on  his  wrinkled  face  and  white  stubble.  Graham  watched  him 
expectantly. 

“I’ve  heard  very  good  things  about  you.  I’ve  seen  some  of  your  work.  Truly 
incredible  stuff.  In  fact,  it’s  exactly  what  we  want  more  of  here.  After  a  long 
discussion  with  your  superior,  we’ve  decided  to  offer  you  the  position  of 
Executive  Project  Manager.  You’d  have  the  whole  department  to  work  with, 
access  to  every  resource  in  the  building,  not  to  mention  the  pay  raise  and  extra 
benefits.  Mr.  Ellis,  you  could  make  this  idea  of  yours  happen.” 

“Darling?”  A  pause.  “Yes,  I’ll  pick  up  milk  on  my  way  home.”  More  chatter  on 
the  other  end.  “Lu-  Lucy.  Listen  to  me.  I  have  something  big  to  tell  you.  Let  me 
take  you  out  to  dinner  tonight.  Okay.  Love  you  too.  Bye.”  Graham  sat  at  his  desk, 
holding  the  first  draffs. 

“Hey,  man,  how’s  it  going?” 

He  spun  his  chair  around  to  see  his  friend’s  wild  eyes  and  untamed  hair.  His 
tie  hung  slightly  awry  at  his  neck  and  his  wrinkled  sleeves  were  tightly  cuffed 
over  his  tan,  muscled  arms.  Graham  grinned  at  him.  Dan’s  eyebrows  raised  in  air 
of  seriousness  and  his  mouth  dropped  open  a  little.  They  had  been  anticipating 
this. 

“No  way,  man.  Already?” 

Graham  nodded  and  grinned,  “They  offered  me  the  job.” 

“Congratulations,  buddy.  Come  here.”  Dan  hugged  him  sincerely.  “I’m  really 
happy  for  you.  Does  Lucy  know  yet?” 

“Nope.  I’m  telling  her  tonight  at  dinner.” 

“Aw,  she’s  gonna  be  thrilled.” 

“Yeah,  I’m  feeling  good  about  it.  How  are  things  going  with  you?” 
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“Not  so  hot.  I’m  still  not  feeling  good  about  this  job,  man.  I  mean,  I’m  really 
grateful  for  it  and  all,  but  I’m  just  not  happy.  I  feel  cooped  up  in  here.”  He 
shrugged,  stuffed  his  hands  in  his  pockets  and  shuffled  his  feet. 

“Hey,  just  give  it  a  few  weeks.  You’ll  find  your  way.  And  anything  you  need..” 

“Yeah,  yeah,  I  know.”  He  glanced  up  and  smiled  something  genuine.  “Thanks.” 

“Alright,  well  I  gotta  run.  We’re  still  on  for  hunting  this  weekend,  right?” 

“You  bet.  See  ya,  man.” 

Graham  stepped  off  the  morning  train  with  a  bounce  in  his  step.  Lucy  was, 
of  course,  elated  with  the  news.  There  was  talk  of  a  new  apartment,  rumors 
of  getting  a  car  to  share,  even  tiny  whispers  of  a  ring.  He  inhaled  the  cool  air 
and  squinted  at  the  bright  buildings.  He  stepped  to  the  beat  of  the  city,  let  it 
coordinate  pulses  with  him.  He  rounded  the  corner  and  entered  a  tiny  coffee 
shop. 

“The  usual,  please.”  He  leaned  casually  against  the  counter,  warm  aromas 
adding  to  his  high.  He  couldn’t  straighten  his  face-  a  small  smile  kept  creeping 
back  onto  it.  On  his  way  out,  he  accidentally  bumped  into  a  young  woman  with 
bright  red  curls  and  a  blue  scarf. 

“I’m  so  sorry-”  but  something  was  wrong.  She  looked  up  at  him,  unmoving, 
eyes  unfocused. 

“You’re  giving  it  up.” 

“I-  Sorry?”  But  she  had  blinked,  checked  her  watch,  peered  over  the  shoulder 
in  front  of  her.  Graham  stood  there,  examining  her  face  with  eyes  full  of 
questions. 

She  glanced  at  him  awkwardly. 

“..is  there  something  I  can  help  you  with?”  He  took  a  step  back  and  looked 
around.  No  one  seemed  to  have  noticed. 

“No.  Sorry,  miss.”  He  rushed  out  of  the  place,  splashing  coffee  on  his  button 
up.  He  stared  at  it,  looking  slowly  from  his  shirt  to  his  hand  holding  the  coffee  as 
if  it  were  someone  else’s.  Graham  took  a  deep  breath  and  tried  to  steady  himself. 

He  had  made  it  to  the  stairs  in  front  of  his  building  when  he  saw  something 
strange.  He’d  only  ever  heard  about  this  before,  but  he  always  assumed  it  was  a 
myth. 

A  man  sat  at  the  edge  of  the  stone  steps,  just  sat  there.  He  wasn’t  waiting  or 
going  or  doing  anything  at  all.  And  he  was  filthy.  He  wore  ragged  street  clothes 
over  a  bony  frame  and  an  unkempt  beard  on  a  dirty  face.  An  odd  little  red  and 
white  striped  hat  sat  atop  his  head.  There  was  a  small,  torn  square  of  cardboard 
propped  up  against  him  with  crooked,  black  letters  that  read  “I  gained  control  of 
my  life.  Now  it’s  your  turn.” 

Graham  began  to  walk  to  the  man,  drawn  to  him.  The  man  caught  sight  of 
him  and  smiled.  He  even  could  have  sworn  that  he  winked. 

“Mr.  Ellis!”  He  looked  up  to  see  an  old  coworker  beaming  at  him.  He  looked 
past  him,  eyes  seeking  the  rugged  man,  but  he  was  gone.  He  quickly  scanned  the 
sea  of  pedestrians  on  the  sidewalk,  but  no  sign  of  him.  He  only  caught  sight  of 
a  man  in  a  black  suit  who  had  been  looking  at  him  and  speaking  into  a  phone. 
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He  immediately  hung  up  and  disappeared  in  the  crowd  but  not  before  Graham 
caught  sight  something  red  and  white  grasped  firmly  in  his  hand. 

“Graham?  It’s  me,  Jim.”  He  turned  back  to  his  colleague,  disoriented. 

“Yes,  I  know.  Sorry,  I’ve  just  been  a  bit  distracted.” 

“Oh,  no  worries.  I  heard  about  your  promotion  and  just  wanted  to 
congratulate...”  But  Jim’s  voice  had  faded  out. 

“Babe?  You  okay?”  Lucy’s  voice  snapped  him  back.  He  had  been  in  his 
thoughts  all  day.  He  stared  at  himself  in  the  mirror  for  a  moment,  shook  his 
head,  rinsed  off  his  toothbrush,  and  put  it  down. 

“Yeah,  fine.”  He  huffed  a  small  sigh  and  climbed  into  bed  next  to  her,  hugged 
her  tightly  against  him.  She  clicked  off  the  little  lamp  on  their  bedside  table  and 
snuggled  into  him,  lightly  kissed  his  collarbone.  He  felt  her  melt  into  him  as  she 
drifted  off  to  sleep.  But  he  stared  into  the  darkness.  He  thought  about  the  woman 
in  the  coffee  shop,  the  rugged  man  on  the  steps.  There  was  something  weighing 
so  heavily  in  the  space  around  him  that  he  felt  he  could  reach  out  and  grab  it.  But 
nothing  was  there.  Just  darkness. 

Graham  shut  his  eyes  tight,  pulled  Lucy  closer,  and  tried  his  best  to  force  out 
the  unsettling  thoughts  in  his  head. 

The  forest  had  finally  shivered  the  rest  of  that  cold  spring  away,  fought 
against  the  final  frost  and  was  now  blooming.  The  scent  of  fresh  moss  and  bark, 
even  early  buds,  filled  the  air.  Yet  there  still  wasn’t  something  quite  right.  The 
unsettling  thoughts  ran  constant  loops  through  his  mind,  sparked  neurons  in 
eager  circuits.  They  were  nearly  audible  now. 

Graham  and  Dan  had  settled  into  a  decent  spot  at  the  peak  of  a  slope  about  an 
hour  ago  and  had  been  waiting  since.  The  earth  was  a  little  damp  with  morning 
dew  but  neither  seemed  to  mind.  Graham  actually  liked  it  quite  a  bit-  the  whole 
thing.  Being  out  in  the  woods,  heightening  your  senses  to  hear  and  see  the 
smallest  fractions  of  sounds  and  movements,  relying  on  nothing  but  sharp  eyes 
and  quick  reaction.  He  shifted  his  gun  under  his  chest. 

“I’ve  been  thinking  a  lot  about  what  happened  the  other  morning.”  He  kept  his 
voice  low. 

“Oh.  The  crazy  people?” 

“I’m  not  so  sure  they  were  crazy.  What  if  they’re  onto  something?  Why  didn’t 
anyone  else  notice  them?  It  almost  seems  like  they  were  meant  for  me.”  The 
words  sounded  absurd  as  he  spoke  it  aloud  now,  but  he  couldn’t  ignore  those 
thoughts.  “I  have  a  little  theory.  What  if..  Okay,  just  hear  me  out.  The  homeless 
man’s  sign.  'I  gained  control  of  my  life.  Now  it’s  your  turn.’  Doesn’t  that  seem  too 
ironic  to  you?  So  it  got  me  thinking.  What’s  the  difference  between  him  and  us?” 

“Well,  we  actually  do  something  for  society  He  isn’t  serving  any  purpose  just 
sitting  around.” 

“What  if  that’s  just  it?  You  and  I  both  know  we  all  came  from  factories.  They 
say  our  traits  are  randomly  selected  but  what  if  they  aren’t?  What  if  they  made 
us?  With-  you  know-  intentions  and-  and  a  purpose?  One  we  aren’t  in  control  of.” 
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Dan  absorbed  it  for  a  minute. 

“But  why?  And  like  what?”  A  buck  entered  the  edge  of  small  valley,  nose  to 
the  ground.  The  two  men  tightened  up  silently,  and  Dan  gave  him  a  quick  nod. 
Graham  hunched  his  head  down,  peered  through  the  small  scope  atop  his  gun, 
finger  poised.  The  crosshairs  settled  on  the  deers  chest,  aimed  exactly  at  the  heart 
of  the  beast. 

“I  don’t  know.  Some  kind  of  objective,  I  guess,”  he  breathed.  He  squeezed  the 
trigger. 

The  project  was  going  well.  A  few  snags  here  and  there,  but  solid  nonetheless. 
Graham  was  feeling  good  about  it.  He  faced  a  small  mound  of  paperwork  that 
morning,  mostly  numbers  and  revamped  drafts.  By  the  afternoon,  he  placed  the 
final  page,  thoroughly  examined,  edited,  and  initialed,  into  his  outbox. 

He  leaned  back  in  his  chair  and  paused  for  a  moment,  breathing  deeply.  He 
prepared  his  words  and  dialed  Lucy. 

Three  rings. 

“Hello?”  She  sounded  somewhat  distracted,  and  he  could  hear  pages  shuffling. 

“Hey,  darling,  it’s  me.” 

“Oh,  hey,  babe.  How’s  work?”  He  heard  her  assistant’s  voice  in  the  background. 
“No,  I  said  the  white  and  gold  pattern.  Definitely  not  the  blue.” 

“It’s  going  well.  I  just  wanted  to  let  you  know,  I’m  taking  you  out  tonight. 

Dress  up  real  nice.  I’ll  be  out  of  work  at  five  thirty  and  home  by  six.  We’ll  leave 
shortly  after,  okay?” 

“Where  are  we  going?” 

“You’ll  see.”  He  could  almost  see  her  smiling  on  the  other  end. 

“Okay.  I’ll  see  you  then.  Love  you.” 

“Love  you  too.  Bye.”  He  released  a  small  sigh  of  relief.  Now  for  the  more 
difficult  part. 

He  had  taken  half  a  day  at  work  ahead  of  time  to  prepare.  He  hailed  a  taxi  and 
ordered  it  across  town.  He  watched  the  city  blocks  blur  by  outside  the  window. 
His  hands  fidgeted.  He  stole  nervous  glances  at  his  watch,  keeping  close  track  of 
the  minutes.  The  cab  rolled  up,  he  tipped  generously,  and  slowly  stepped  out.  He 
pushed  his  shoulders  back,  straightened  his  tie,  and  walked  in. 

“Hello,  sir.  How  can  I  help  you  today?” 

“I  would  like  some  help  finding  an  engagement  ring.” 

Maybe  the  blindfold  was  a  bit  much.  He  just  couldn’t  resist  though.  They 
pulled  up  in  the  sleek  black  rental  car.  He  put  it  in  park  and  paused  a  moment, 
watching  her.  She  wore  a  crisp  black  dress  that  curved  out  from  her  waist  to  her 
knees,  cut  just  below  her  collarbone  and  played  along  the  lines  of  her  shoulders. 
Her  dark  curls  were  pinned  up,  and  her  lips  glowed  an  anxious  red  against  her 
soft,  pale  skin.  It  suddenly  grew  very  real.  He  gently  led  her  out  of  the  car  and 
onto  the  sidewalk.  He  hugged  her  from  behind. 

“Ready?”  he  whispered  softly  into  her  ear.  She  nodded  excitedly.  He  carefully 
untied  the  blindfold  and  heard  her  gasp.  They  stood  together  on  the  sidewalk, 
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he  embracing  her.  She  turned  and  kissed  him  softly  like  only  she  could.  The 
marquee  lights  of  the  theater  sparked  stars  in  her  eager  eyes. 

“You  remembered.” 

The  second  of  three  movements  concluded  and  applause  echoed  throughout 
the  hall.  He  excused  himself  to  the  restroom.  He  washed  his  hands,  dried  them, 
and  looked  himself  in  the  eyes. 

“Okay.  Okay.  We  got  this.”  He  nodded  to  himself  and  held  his  posture  for 
a  moment  before  relaxing.  He  pulled  the  little  black  box  out  of  his  pocket  and 
opened  it,  gazed  down  at  the  shiny  thing.  He  took  a  few  deep  breaths. 

A  man  entered  the  bathroom  and  Graham  tucked  the  box  into  his  pocket, 
cleared  his  throat,  and  pretended  to  fix  his  hair  in  the  mirror.  He  heard  the  door 
lock. 

“Hey,  man-”  He  turned  to  confront  the  man.  He  was  a  little  older.  Streaks  of 
gray  ran  rampant  through  his  feathery  hair.  He  had  a  wiry  sort  of  frame,  tall  and 
lean,  and  he  stood  slightly  hunched,  head  down  a  little  bit  like  he  trying  to  act 
shorter.  He  removed  his  thick  framed  glasses  to  reveal  bright,  focused  eyes. 

“All  I  ask  is  that  you  listen.  Everything  you  do  alter  is  up  to  you.”  Graham 
scoffed  and  headed  towards  the  door.  The  man  stepped  in  front  of  him.  He 
sized  him  up  confidently,  but  stepped  back  again,  not  wanting  a  fight,  especially 
tonight.  He  leaned  against  the  sinks  and  played  along,  gesturing  for  him  to  take 
the  floor.  Tire  man  nodded  once  and  his  eyes  flickered  from  here  to  there. 

“Who  I  am  is  of  no  importance.  You  can  know  me  as  the  scientist,  but  that 
is  all.  Do  you  know  why  were  here?  For  what  we  have  been  created?”  His  brow 
furrowed  slightly  and  he  waited. 

Graham  opened  his  mouth  to  answer  Well  that’s  up  to  us.  We  choose,  but 
he  wasn’t  so  sure  anymore.  The  words  became  entangled  in  his  throat,  refusing 
to  present  themselves.  He  closed  his  mouth  and  lightly  shook  his  head  at  the 
ground. 

“Every  single  human  we  ever  created  was  done  so  for  a  specific  reason.  They 
must  fulfill  a  purpose  on  this  earth  and  they  are  wired  with  a  special  skill  set 
exactly  to  achieve  that  purpose.  It’s  an  innate  plan  in  their  very  bones  and  it 
drives  them  more  than  anything  else.  Understand?” 

Graham’s  eyes  widened  slightly,  and  his  skin  ran  cold.  Those  thoughts  that  had 
been  churning  in  his  mind,  the  ones  he  had  managed  to  hush  for  a  little  while, 
came  back  full  force  in  a  heavy  wave. 

“Most  humans  are  assigned  a  simple  objective.  Their  plans  involve  menial, 
everyday  jobs.  You,  however,  are  an  exception.  Your  plan  appeared  to  be 
following  the  position  you  have  now,  which  would  soon  be  a  successful 
innovator.  However,  this  is  not  your  true  plan.  It  is  a  false  life,  a  facade  hiding 
your  real  purpose.”  The  scientist  had  been  pacing,  but  he  stopped  abruptly  and 
turned  to  Graham.  “Your  true  objective,  your  genuine  purpose  here  on  earth...  is 
revolution.” 

Up  o» 

Sorry? 

“I  sent  you  some  signs.  I  hope  they  stayed  with  you.”  The  scientist  reached  into 
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his  pocket  and  pulled  out  the  woman’s  blue  scarf  and  the  man’s  red  and  white 
striped  hat. 

“You-  how-”  He  stared  at  the  objects  in  disbelief, 

“There  isn’t  time  to  explain  how.  It’s  not  important.”  He  took  him  by  the 
shoulders,  looked  him  straight  in  the  eye.  “Graham  Ellis.  I  created  you.  I 
designed  you  and  made  you  into  a  little  hard  drive  and  plugged  you  into  the 
library.  You  are  number  2478806.  You  are  alive  by  my  hand.  I  know  you  better 
than  anyone.  I  made  you  the  way  you  are.”  He  watched  it  all  sink  in.  “I  work 
for  what  they  call  The  Association.  It’s  all  the  planners  and  designers  and  other 
scientists  who  create  people.  They  hired  me  on  years  ago  when  I  was  young  and 
didn’t  see  clearly.  But  now  I  know.  I  know  that  no  one  created  has  any  control. 
And  I  can’t  do  it  anymore.  I  can’t..  It’s  what  makes  us  human.  Free  choice.  It 
separates  us  from  all  other  animals  who  follow  instinct.  But  that’s  been  erased  by 
The  Association.  We  wire  you  with  our  plans  and  you  follow  them  like  instinct. 
We’re  not  making  humans,  we’re  making  animals.”  The  scientist  confessed  with 
sadness  in  his  eyes,  with  regret. 

“What  is  this  supposed  to  do  with  me?” 

“There  is  a  man.  I  don’t  have  time  to  explain  why  but  he  is  vital  to  the 
operation.  Should  he  fall,  there  will  be  a  crack  in  the  exterior,  and  a  moment’s 
pause.  Tonight  we  have  a  small  but  rare  opportunity  for  us  to  come  crashing 
through.  I  have  fellow  supporters  ready  who  are  willing  to  fight  and  spread  the 
truth.  But  it  has  to  start  with  you.” 

Graham  felt  slightly  dizzy,  palms  a  little  too  moist,  the  air  on  his  neck  a  little 
too  cold,  the  earth  spinning  a  little  too  fast.  He  gritted  his  teeth  against  the  wave 
of  uneasiness  that  washed  over  him,  rolled  it  off  his  shoulders  and  shook  it  from 
his  hands.  He  stared  at  the  scientist,  examining  his  face.  There  was  no  flicker  of 
mischief  in  his  eyes,  no  twitch  at  the  corner  of  his  mouth.  He  was  sincere. 

Graham  opened  his  mouth,  stopped,  closed  it,  and  finally  shook  his  head. 

“You’re  fucking  crazy,  man,”  he  huffed  and  stiffly  rushed  past  the  scientist, 
unlocked  the  door. 

“Wait.”  He  stopped,  fingers  hesitating  on  the  door  handle.  The  scientist 
stepped  over  and  held  out  a  small  card  in  his  hand.  Graham  tentatively  accepted 
it.  Tire  front  was  blank  except  for  small  letters  that  simply  read:  The  Association. 
On  the  back  was  a  phone  number  hastily  scrawled  in  blue  ink.  Graham  held  the 
scientist’s  gaze  for  another  moment  before  turning  and  exiting. 

He  returned  to  his  seat  and  feigned  interest  in  the  music,  but  his  mind 
continuously  replayed  the  encounter.  The  scientist  terrified  him-  not  the  man 
himself,  no,  but  his  words.  He  pressed  hard  against  his  eyes,  tried  to  shake  the 
scientist’s  hunched  shoulders  and  feather  hair  from  his  mind. 

He  kept  glancing  over  his  shoulder  as  they  left  the  theater,  kept  tapping  the 
steering  wheel  on  the  drive  to  the  restaurant,  his  eyes  flitting  this  way  and  that. 
He  knew  Lucy  could  tell  something  wasn’t  quite  right  but  he  made  an  effort  to 
keep  up  appearance.  He  smiled  at  the  right  times,  commented  politely  but  briefly 
on  the  food,  looked  her  lovingly  in  the  eyes.  His  fingertips  pressed  against  the 
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little  black  box  in  his  trouser  pockets  under  the  table,  but  he  didn’t  reveal  it.  She 
finished  off  her  last  bit  of  wine  and  creme  brulee,  and  they  quietly  drove  home, 
undressed,  and  went  to  sleep. 

'Ihat  night  haunted  him,  lingered  close  beside  him,  made  his  skin  twitch  with 
static  as  if  he  was  almost  grazing  against  something  tangible.  It  pressed  on  his 
mind,  distracted  him  from  work,  and  he  could  hardly  sleep.  He  was  afraid  he 
believed  the  scientist.  And  he  was  afraid  to  tell  Lucy-  he  couldn’t  look  into  those 
eyes  teeming  full  of  dreams  and  speak  the  words.  No,  he  wouldn’t  be  the  one  to 
ruin  her  innocence. 

He  confided  in  Dan,  watched  his  overgrown  brow  furrow  and  mouth  begin 
to  form  words  and  stop,  keep  listening  with  keen  eyes.  He  remained  silent  for 
several  long  minutes,  absorbing  the  blow  of  the  massive  words.  Finally,  he  looked 
at  Graham  and  a  smile  slowly  spread  across  his  face. 

“So  no  free  choice,  huh?  Why  don’t  we  test  that?” 

Dan  strolled  over,  holding  a  cardboard  box  with  his  things,  unable  to  contain 
a  huge  grin. 

“How’d  it  go?” 

“Great.  I  went  ahead  and  took  care  of  the  down  payment  on  the  cabin,  packed 
up  my  desk,  walked  right  into  his  office  and  told  him  I  quit.”  Dan  couldn’t  have 
looked  more  proud  of  himself. 

“And  anything  yet?” 

“Nope.  Maybe  that  guy  was  crazy  after  all.”  He  shrugged.  Graham  nodded  and 
a  small  sense  of  relief  filled  him.  Nothing  to  worry  about. 

“You  ready  to  go?” 

“Yep.”  Graham  hooked  his  suit  jacket  from  the  back  of  his  chair,  casually  flung 
it  over  his  shoulder,  and  followed  Dan  downstairs.  They  stepped  outside  to  cool 
air  and  the  pink  sky  of  dusk  shyly  peeking  out  from  behind  the  city. 

Graham  dialed  Lucy,  told  her  he  was  leaving  work  and  he’d  be  home  soon. 
They  walked  the  few  short  blocks  to  the  train  station  and  watched  distant  stars 
slowly  appear  as  the  sky  darkened. 

“I’m  really  doing  this,  aren’t  I?”  Dan  leaned  on  the  railing,  the  small  red  glow 
of  a  cigarette  gently  illuminating  his  face.  He  grinned,  the  edges  of  his  eyes 
crinkling.  Graham  hadn’t  ever  noticed  the  sneaking  silver  hairs  in  his  stubble 
before. 

“You’re  probably  gonna  wanna  grow  that  out.  You  know,  look  the  part.”  He 
motioned  to  his  face,  and  Dan  stroked  his  jawline. 

“Yeah,  how  ‘bout  it...”  Dan  stared  off  into  the  distance  and  listened  to  the  train 
gliding  to  the  station.  He  pulled  his  face  together  and  stood  up  straight,  looked  at 
Graham  squarely.  “Thanks  for  all  your  help,  man.  I  feel  really  good  about  this.” 

Graham  smiled  and  chuckled  a  bit.  “No  problem,  man.  I’m  happy  for  you.” 

The  train  hissed  to  a  stop  in  front  of  them. 

“Friday’s  moving  day,  right?” 

“Yessir.”  Graham  nodded  a  goodbye  and  stepped  onto  the  empty  train,  settled 
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into  a  window  seat.  He  glanced  out  into  the  night,  watched  Dan  finish  off  the 
cigarette  and  toss  it  aside.  A  tall  figure  emerged  from  the  dark  and  cupped 
something  to  his  mouth,  pinning  him  like  a  straightjacket.  Dan  resisted,  his 
capable  arms  breaking  free  from  the  hold.  He  lurched  forward  unevenly,  but  a 
second  figure  glided  in  and  struck  the  back  of  Dan’s  head.  Tire  blow  landed  in  the 
pit  of  Graham’s  stomach. 

“DAN!”  he  jumped  up,  ran  to  the  door  but  it  was  too  late.  It  had  already  slid 
shut.  He  pounded  on  it,  yelling  for  it  to  open,  yelling  for  Dan.  The  train  began 
moving  and  Graham  pressed  against  the  glass,  watched  helplessly  as  the  figures 
dragged  his  friend  away  as  quickly  as  they’d  come. 

He  crouched  down,  noises  drowned  out,  vision  blurring.  He  put  his  head  to 
his  knees,  grasped  his  hair  with  shaking  fingers.  A  sharp  gasp  interrupted  his 
shallow  breathing.  He  fumbled  around  his  jacket  pocket  and  produced  the  small 
white  card.  He  quickly  dialed  and  waited.  One  ring.  He  stared  at  the  blue  ink. 
Two.  He  glanced  up,  quickly  checked  the  car  to  make  sure  he  was  alone.  Three. 
The  last  image  of  Dan  being  dragged  away  flashed  in  his  mind.  Four  rings.  It 
picked  up. 

“Have  you  reconsidered?” 

Graham  stared  straight  ahead,  eyes  cold  and  hard.  His  hand  had  curled  into  a 
tight  fist.  He  gritted  his  teeth. 
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Is  this  really  the  place?”  1  asked. 

‘‘I  think  so,”  she  said. 

“Where  we  supposed  to  meet  him  at?” 

“Inside.” 

“Okay.” 

The  sun  smoldered  in  the  sky  like  a  dying  coal  when  we  stopped  at  the 
Hitching  Post.  1  don't  know  what  1  had  really  expected  on  the  way  over.  The 
saloon  looked  alone,  solitary;  a  diminutive  stump  at  a  crossroads  mooring  horses 
and  red  nosed  patrons.  We  stepped  out  of  the  car.  Several  horses  were  hitched  to 
a  long  metal  pole  chipped  with  maroon  paint.  They  stood  still,  calm;  their  sides 
expanded  and  retracted  beneath  worn  leather  saddles  and  empty  linen  bags.  A 
cool  wind  blew  in  the  desert  -  rusted  aluminum  awnings  shivered  and  rattled, 
the  sagging  wooden  steps  moaned  with  our  footfalls.  A  low  voice  hummed 
w  ithin  the  post  in  congruence  with  lively,  choppy  violin  strokes  and  jamming 
ban  jos.  The  antique  windows  rocked  with  an  even  series  of  thuds.  I  leaned  over 
the  eroded  wooden  porch  rail  and  peered  inside  but  couldn’t  see  much  past  the 
grime.  I  looked  over  at  her.  She  smiled  at  me  unevenly  -  her  lips  eager  to  fall  and 
rest  in  a  hard,  complacent  line.  Her  eyes  were  red  and  specked  w'ith  remnants  of 
salty  wetness. 

Lightning  flickered  blue  in  the  west  -  heralding  a  deep,  resonating  rumble. 

The  Post  was  alive  inside,  almost  breathing.  My  girlfriend  turned  to  me  and 
said  something,  but  her  voice  was  drowned  out  over  twanging  banjo  strings  and 
the  sincere  echo  of  a  southern  baritone.  The  man  at  the  microphone  dipped  his 
hat  to  us  as  we  walked  in,  offering  us  a  wink.  Old  men  with  skinny  legs  and 
w  hite  unkempt  beards  stomped  their  feet  at  the  far  end  of  the  room  adjacent  to 
the  stage  and  hooked  crooked  elbows  with  their  smiling  waves’,  whose  hair  ran 
w  ild  and  grey  amidst  the  fervor  of  the  evening.  People  aged  young  to  oblivion 
were  crammed  around  rickety  folding  tables  drinking  and  laughing  as  they  ate. 
Their  shoulders  grinded  together  like  boulders  -  eroding  the  threads  of  their 
sleeved  cotton  boundaries.  The  interior  walls  were  covered  with  pictures  of 
different  locals,  bent  up  license  plates  from  across  the  country,  and  collections 
of  sun  bleached  skulls.  Any  vacant  space  had  been  smattered  with  dollar  bills 
inscribed  with  drunken  scribbling,  which  flapped  in  the  early  evening  breeze 
from  an  open  door  somewhere  in  the  rear. 

“Do  you  want  to  dance?” 

“What?”  I  shouted. 

“I  asked  if  you  wanted  to  dance.  It’ll  be  fun.” 

“I  can’t  hear  you,”  1  lied.  I  hated  when  she  asked  me  to  dance,  which  was 
always.  It  bummed  me  out  because  I  sort  of  looked  like  a  dying  animal  anytime 
my  feet  tried  to  do  more  than  walk  or  run.  I  leaned  in  and  motioned  to  her  like 
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I  was  trying  to  listen  before  putting  up  my  hands  and  shrugging.  It  would  be 
embarrassing  -  I  stuck  out  something  sore  in  this  crowd.  I’d  be  the  only  guy 
within  fifty  miles  of  here  square  dancing  in  a  skinny  tie,  well  ironed  button 
down,  and  slim  fit  chinos.  Embarrassing  and  stupid. 

A  man  nodded  in  our  direction  from  the  bar  across  the  throng  of  people.  I 
looked  around  to  make  sure  he  was  addressing  us  and  sort  of  put  my  hand  to  my 
chest  while  nodding  and  raising  my  eyebrows.  He  nodded  again  and  I  felt  naked, 
foreign.  The  man  slipped  through  the  arrangement  of  tables  and  people  and 
shook  my  hand. 

“I’m  Mike,”  his  voice  was  loud  and  even,  clearly  audible  above  the  bustle 
within  the  Post. 

We  shared  our  names  and  took  turns  shaking  his  thick  calloused  hand.  They 
were  working  hands,  rough  hands  -  tools  adept  at  building,  fixing.  Mike  was 
as  authentic  as  his  website  promised;  a  real  man  of  the  southwest,  a  rustic  man 
dressed  in  a  tattered  dust  swept  flannel  contained  beneath  a  cracked  leather  vest. 
His  face  was  hard,  but  the  crow’s  feet  at  his  eyes  betrayed  a  man  prone  to  a 
toothy  grin. 

“Glad  you  still  showed  up  despite  the  weather,”  he  said. 

“Wouldn’t  miss  it,”  1  shouted  behind  a  forced  smile. 

Mike  motioned  towards  the  door  before  opening  it  with  a  wide  palm;  we 
followed. 

Outside  the  sun  melted  into  the  horizon.  August  streaks  of  crimson,  citrus, 
and  gold  pooled  against  the  approaching  blue  night  -  receding  into  the  sun  like 
a  waterlogged  canvas  to  a  drain.  The  door  shut,  restricting  the  fury  of  dancing 
and  singing  to  the  familiar  muted  thud  against  the  mired  windowpanes.  Thunder 
rolled  long  and  low  into  the  desert,  bleating  like  a  wild  drum  rousing  the  wind 
from  a  slumbered  breeze.  Bits  of  pale  red  sand  and  dust  shifted  in  harsh,  swift 
ellipses  against  the  window’s  weathered  wooden  shutters. 

“You  two  been  ridin’  before?”  he  asked  me  between  gritted  teeth  before 
tipping  his  hat  to  the  sand  and  stepping  down  to  the  horses  tied  at  the  pole. 

“I  took  lessons  when  1  was  younger,  so  I  don’t  expect  to  have  too  much 
trouble,”  she  said.  He  nodded  and  looped  his  fingers  around  the  worn  leather 
of  his  belt  before  adjusting  it  and  rubbing  his  nose  with  a  thick,  meaty  thumb 
before  turning  to  me. 

“And  you?” 

“Once  -  way  back.  Couldn’t  have  been  older  than  six  or  seven.” 

“This  one’s  yours,  then.”  He  approached  the  nearest  horse  -  a  tall  dark  brown 
mare  with  calm,  deep  orbs  for  eyes  and  bits  of  black  sprinkled  about  its  hide.  His 
hands  ran  over  the  saddle,  tightening  and  adjusting  its  different  beaten  leather 
straps.  He  worked  his  fingers  quickly,  efficiently  -  like  some  sort  of  machine 
constructed  to  twist  and  tighten  with  a  hardened  care  or  diligence. 

“She’s  the  best  one  I  got,”  he  said  before  motioning  me  over.  I  stepped  down 
from  the  creaking,  warped  porch  and  sort  of  popped  up  my  collar  against  the 
wind  and  shuffled  toward  him.  The  sand  needled  the  smooth  skin  behind  my  ears 
and  beneath  my  chin.  It  really  didn’t  do  me  much  good,  so  I  dropped  my  collar 
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and  accepted  the  agitated  red  gusts. 

The  horse  was  large;  bigger  than  1  had  remembered  at  least.  1  placed  my 
hand  against  a  white  patch  of  fur,  which  divided  her  eyes  before  turning  into  a 
muddy  blackish  brown  at  the  snout.  She  stood  mostly  still  -  save  for  an  even, 
thorough  distribution  of  breaths  which  seemed  mechanical,  almost  automatic. 

I  pictured  a  series  of  crankshafts  locking  and  spinning  assorted  gears,  wet  with 
lubrication,  opening  valves  -  releasing  pressure  and  invisible  spouts  of  steam 
through  large  lungs  stitched  of  woven  polyethylene.  She  looked  at  me  and  I  sort 
of  saw  myself  in  her  pupil,  though  I  looked  misshapen  and  obtuse  -  my  face 
rounding  out  and  resembling  a  sort  of  squashed  or  rotten  fruit. 

“Name’s  Holly,”  he  said  as  he  fished  around  in  the  back  pocket  of  his  jeans 
before  pulling  out  a  muddy  piece  of  notebook  paper,  “and  I’ll  need  you  two  to 
sign  this  waiver.” 

We  did. 

My  girlfriend  didn’t  have  as  much  trouble  as  1  did  settling  into  the  saddle. 
She  swung  herself  up  in  a  clean  arc  that  was  natural  and  fluid.  Of  course,  she 
didn’t  look  as  ridiculous  as  me  -  horseback  riding  in  jeans  and  a  hoodie  over 
chinos.  My  hands  slipped  once  or  twice  around  the  polished  leather  horn  fixed 
at  the  top  before  catching,  and  I  sort  of  pumped  my  leg  in  an  attempt  to  lift  off 
from  the  ground.  I  staggered  upwards  twice  and  sat  upright,  rather  embarrassed. 
My  free  foot  slipped  awkwardly  into  the  other  stirrup,  and  accidentally  nudged 
my  heel  into  Holly’s  belly.  She  trotted  forward  for  a  moment  before  Mike  lightly 
tugged  on  the  loose  reigns.  He  chuckled  and  said  it  was  okay  when  I  tried  to 
apologize.  My  cheeks  felt  rather  ruddy,  but  1  assumed  the  others  would  chalk  it 
up  to  the  sand. 

With  everything  settled,  Mike  walked  over  to  his  truck  and  returned  with  an 
open  cooler  that  dripped  chilly  beads  of  condensation  to  the  ground,  forming 
muddled  claylike  bulbs.  He  retrieved  several  cold  cans  of  beer  and  stuffed  them 
into  his  side  bags  until  some  of  the  stitching  seemed  to  give. 

“Bout  ready  to  get  started  now,  you  guys  don’t  mind  if  I  bring  a  couple  beers 
along?” 

“No,”  I  said,  and  my  girlfriend  nodded.  He  smiled  and  swung  onto  his 
saddle.  Lightning  flashed  like  a  pale  blue  whip  against  the  sun’s  delicate 

pink  finger  tips.  The  earth  trembled  slightly  and  the  dust  danced,  shaking 
amongst  the  seemingly  dead  leafless  bushes  that  drifted  intermittently  about  the 
lot.  Mike  looked  to  the  west.  His  eyes  squinted  as  he  clucked  his  tongue  against 
the  roof  of  his  mouth. 

“If  we’re  lucky,  the  worst  of  it’s  gonna  miss  us  -  doesn’t  look  like  we’ll  be 
getting’  a  nice  view  of  the  stars,  though.  No  matter,  there’s  plenty  to  see  if  you 
look  hard  enough,”  he  said. 

He  reared  his  horse  and  trotted  to  me  with  a  sleek,  lumbering  grace  and 
gave  me  a  hurried  explanation  on  how  to  turn,  stop,  go,  and  reverse.  He  waved 
his  hands  instructively,  methodically  -  like  a  conductor’s  baton  flourishing  the 
wild  from  the  west.  My  eyes,  dull  as  blue  chips  of  paint,  followed  the  arcs  of 
his  hands.  I  repeated  what  he  said  several  times  over  in  my  head  before  nodding 
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weakly  and  dumbly.  1  picked  up  the  reigns.  They  were  smooth  to  my  fingers  - 
worn  from  routine  use  by  heavy  iron  hands.  I  gripped  them  and  the  cracks  in  my 
knuckles  whitened  before  flushing  out  hushed  plum  redness. 

“Ready?”  Mike  asked. 

“Yeah,”  1  said. 

My  girlfriend  responded  with  quavering  excitement  tucked  within  her  throat. 
1  craned  my  head  behind  me  and  smiled  weakly.  Her  lips  curled  upwards  at  the 
corners,  but  only  slightly  -  her  subdued  teeth  hidden  behind  plump  velveteen 
lips.  If  I  asked,  she’d  chalk  it  up  to  the  sand  leaving  an  unpleasant  taste  to  her 
tongue. 

Mike  ducked  and  whispered  something  intimate,  something  arcane  to 
his  horse  before  running  a  thick  hand  through  its  grey  mane  and  digging  his 
heels  into  its  side.  He  moved  to  cross  the  dusty  road,  my  girlfriend  and  her 
mare  followed.  I  clicked  my  heels  with  uncertainty  into  Holly’s  ribs.  She 
acknowledged  the  insecure  command  and  walked  forward.  My  body  jerked  in 
the  saddle  and  lightning  flashed  erratically.  The  blueness  flickered  like  assorted 
bulbs  fixed  blinking  into  an  endless  ethereal  canopy.  Thunder  rattled  as  if 
Holly  were  some  rusted  car  lumbering  forward  on  a  track  built  into  a  rickety 
carnival  ride  -  constructed  from  collapsible,  folded  iron  plates.  She  half  sneezed, 
reminding  me  of  her  presence  -  of  her  being  molded  from  bundled,  cordlike 
muscles  -  of  sturdy  rigid  bone.  Nothing  whirred  or  clicked  within  her  breast 
save  for  a  methodical,  even  heartbeat. 

We  crossed  the  road  and  approached  the  desert,  stopping  momentarily  at  a 
makeshift  gate  built  from  repurposed  wood  abandoned  at  the  side  of  the  road. 
The  music  and  the  singing  from  the  Hitching  Post  sounded  sluggish  and  far  off  - 
civilization  a  faded  ghost  whispering  at  our  backs. 

We  passed  over  the  threshold  and  entered  the  desert  like  beads  on  a  string. 
The  sun  had  given  birth  to  night  and  wrapped  her  in  a  thick,  turbulent  blanket 
of  clouds.  It  was  healthy  and  cool,  the  infantile  thrashing  of  wind  and  stinging 
tears  of  dust  and  raindrops  a  mark  of  vitality  amidst  the  desolation.  Lonely 
mountains  studded  the  darkened  horizon.  Their  craggy  peaks  loomed  in  and  out 
of  existence  like  the  shoulders  of  giants  against  the  lightning,  which  winked  off 
the  polished  barrel  of  the  hunting  rifle  strapped  to  Mike’s  back  -  blinking  like  a 
lighthouse.  Our  horses  followed  his  closely  in  single  file  on  a  hoof  beaten  path 
of  reddish  dirt.  Thickets  of  muted  green  brush  swelled  on  each  side  of  the  path. 
They  swayed  and  groped  at  us  in  the  wind  like  waves  tipped  with  queasy  sea 
foam.  Everything  shivered,  everything  moaned  -  an  empty  celebration  raising  its 
arms  to  the  arid  nothingness. 

“Just  like  that,  you’re  in  the  desert,”  Mike  said  with  a  hushed  appreciation  - 
his  voice  acceptably  dwarfed  by  the  entirety  of  the  living  void. 

“It’s  beautiful,”  my  girlfriend  responded.  1  agreed  dreamily  as  I  stared  at  the 
back  of  her  head,  hoping  she  might  somehow  feel  the  heaviness  in  my  eyes  and 
lift  them  with  her  own.  We  were  quiet  and  still  then  -  the  horses  carrying  us  oft' 
and  away  like  we  were  children  who  fell  asleep  in  the  backseat  of  a  car. 

“Keep  your  eyes  peeled  for  rattlers,”  Mike  said,  turning  his  neck  and 
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catching  both  of  us  in  his  reaching,  happy  gaze.  His  brown  eyes  were  bright  and 
alive,  illuminated  along  with  the  still  redness  of  the  earth  between  flashbulbs  of 
lightning. 

“You  think  we’ll  find  some?”  1  asked. 

“1  reckon,  suns  only  just  set  -  the  sands  and  stones  still  got  some  warmth  to 
'em  even  considering  the  weather.” 

“What  happens  if  we  find  one?”  my  girlfriend  asked. 

“Kill  it,”  he  said,  patting  a  small  pocket  knife  that  had  been  pinned  to  one  of 
his  bell  loops,  “there’s  places  round  here  that’ll  pay  for  anti-venom.  Helps  feed 
the  horses.” 

“You  ever  been  bitten?”  she  said. 

He  nodded  and  rolled  up  the  sleeve  of  his  large  forearm.  Two  small,  mottled 
depressions  stood  out  at  the  inner  crook  of  his  elbow.  The  skin  around  it  looked 
somewhat  leathery  and  burned.  “It’s  why  I’ll  never  go  out  without  my  knife.  I 
shot  one  of  those  suekers  good  and  dead.  When  I  went  to  grab  'em,  the  nerves 
weren’t  quite  dead  yet  and  it  lashed  into  me,  sank  his  fangs  nice  and  deep. 
Always  gotta  take  the  head  before  you  grab  the  tail.” 

“No  matter,  no  permanent  damage  done,”  he  said  as  he  rolled  his  flannel 
back  over  his  forearm,  “Already  have  four  heads  pinned  against  my  shed  this 
year,  hoping  to  break  my  record  of  ten.  The  summer’s  young,  so  I  reckon  I’ll 
have  as  good  a  chance  as  any.” 

Holly  trotted,  bumping  me  up  and  down  on  her  saddle.  The  reigns  sat  limp  in 
my  hands  and  swayed  in  the  wind.  Her  head  hung  low  but  strong  as  she  followed 
in  the  wake  of  Mike  and  my  girlfriend.  She  picked  up  her  hooves  and  let  them 
fall  automatically,  with  no  need  for  direction  or  purpose  -  no  sense  of  distraction 
in  the  night.  Her  body  was  attuned  to  the  trail,  its  various  twists  and  curves  or 
shifts  in  elevation  a  routine  carried  out  dutifully  -  diligently  -  with  strong  legs 
pumping  like  pistons  in  a  well  maintained  engine.  Sand  and  bits  of  pebbles 
strewn  about  the  path  crunched  beneath  her  clacking  hooves.  I  was  a  passenger 
staring  out  the  window  of  a  train  jostling  along  a  set  of  makeshift  tracks. 

I  was  excited  by  a  sharp  hiss. 

My  head  spun  around  as  I  looked  for  the  source.  I  was  dismayed  when  it 
was  followed  up  by  the  sound  of  a  familiar  crack  and  subsequent  slurps.  Mike 
wiped  the  frothy  remnants  of  beer  from  his  lips  before  raising  his  eyebrows 
at  me.  I  shrugged  my  shoulders,  sort  of  saying  why  not,  and  he  threw  me  an 
unopened  can.  It  fell  in  my  hands  without  grace.  I  cracked  it  open  and  took 
a  long,  gratifying  mouthful.  The  beer  was  watery  and  tasted  like  it  had  been 
spiked  with  old  aluminum  shavings.  Still  -  it  was  fresh  and  felt  good  against 
my  dry,  sand  coated  lips;  though  it  proved  too  cold,  and  I  accidentally  choked. 
What  didn’t  get  spit  into  the  sand  traveled  down  my  throat  and  into  my  stomach, 
where  it  sent  warmth  tingling  to  the  tips  of  my  fingers  and  the  edges  of  my  toes. 

I  coughed  a  few  more  times  before  recovering,  finishing  off  my  beer,  and  placed 
the  empty  can  in  my  side  saddle  bag.  He  tossed  me  another  one;  I  opened  it  and 
drank  it  cautiously  but  quickly. 

I  felt  good. 
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My  tongue  ran  against  the  roof  of  my  mouth  and  the  back  of  my  teeth.  They 
felt  imported  and  numb  -  as  if  they  didn’t  belong  to  me.  My  stomach  felt  warm 
and  bloated.  The  feeling  leaked  throughout  my  body,  like  a  punctured  balloon 
seeping  water  from  a  hose  left  out  in  the  summer  sun.  My  thoughts  swam  lazily; 
the  grooves  and  folds  in  my  brain  were  like  a  gulch  washed  out  or  flooded  with 
alcohol.  The  dust  didn’t  sting  so  badly  now,  and  the  irregular  drops  of  rain  that 
tapped  at  my  shoulders  felt  w  eak  and  warm.  1  asked  my  girlfriend  if  she  wanted 
a  sip  but  she  declined  politely,  stiffly  and  kept  on  bouncing  along  atop  her  horse. 
I  was  put  out  for  a  moment  but  sluggishly  shrugged  it  off. 

The  rain  had  broken  and  the  w  ind  was  somewhat  subdued  when  Mike 
pointed  to  a  tall  cactus  with  wild  arms  that  jutted  out  in  several  directions  like 
a  malformed  crown,  and  asked  if  we  wanted  our  picture  taken.  1  shrugged, 
my  shoulders  moved  up  and  down  sloppily.  My  girlfriend  looked  to  me  for  a 
moment,  then  back  to  Mike  before  saying,  “okay.” 

“They  call  it  Crazy  Cactus,”  he  said  as  he  effortlessly  slid  from  the  saddle 
and  tucked  away  a  bit  of  his  flannel  that  had  come  loose  from  his  sand  washed 
jeans.  He  stuffed  his  hand  in  his  pocket  and  pulled  out  his  phone. 

“Go  ahead  and  get  close,”  he  told  us  between  lightly  clenched  teeth  as  he 
fiddled  with  his  phone  with  one  hand,  and  directed  us  with  his  other,  “gonna  be 
tough  to  get  a  good  shot  with  the  weather  being  what  it  is.” 

We  spent  several  minutes  trying  to  get  our  horses  closer  to  one  another.  The 
reigns  were  awkward  in  my  hands.  There  was  this  sort  of  minor  delay  whenever 
1  pulled  them,  and  Holly  would  move  too  far  left  or  right.  It  was  as  if  there  was 
something  invisible,  something  heavy  sitting  in  the  dry  air  between  the  two 
of  us.  My  girlfriend  had  been  struggling  similarly,  but  not  as  badly.  Her  horse 
trotted  backwards  into  wTiat  Mike  thought  was  good  positioning  for  a  picture  so 
l  sort  of  wedged  Holly  diagonally  so  our  horses  rears  formed  a  tight  angle.  We 
were  just  barely  close  enough  to  embrace  our  fingertips.  They  locked  together 
limply  like  a  knot  of  old  dried  up  twine.  The  camera  flashed  with  the  sky,  which 
grumbled  low  -  sleepily.  I  smiled  a  few  seconds  too  late,  but  didn’t  say  anything 
about  it  to  Mike,  who  looked  down  at  the  camera  with  a  satisfied  smirk  that 
tucked  itself  deep  into  one  of  the  several  dimples  dotting  his  tan  cheek. 

We  returned  to  the  path  and  I  scanned  the  pale  sand  for  signs  of  rattle  snakes. 
Several  holes  arranged  themselves  sporadically  between  rocks  and  the  waving 
brush.  They  looked  like  little  craters  spotting  about  a  dry,  red  moon.  I  tried  to 
picture  what  kind  of  planet  it  would  orbit,  but  was  distracted  when  my  girlfriend 
pointed  over  to  them.  Mike  said  they  could  belong  to  rattlesnakes,  prairie  dogs 
-just  about  anything.  1  couldn’t  see  far  in  the  dark  without  the  broken  flashes 
of  lightning;  they  drifted  further  from  one  another,  and  flickered  weakly  like  a 
dying  candle  reduced  to  its  last  inch  of  wick.  The  desert  was  eerie  lit  up,  like  a 
lonely  blue  still  or  snapshot  -  as  if  everything  was  waiting  to  dance  amidst  the 
dying  breaths  of  wind,  but  couldn’t  keep  the  match  lit. 

Mike  made  a  hushing  motion  with  his  hand,  and  pointed  out  to  a  small 
clearing  in  the  brush  ahead  of  us.  My  eyes  squinted  trying  to  make  out  a  small 
brown  figure  moving  through  the  dark.  Blue  light  shined  weakly  from  the  east 
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and  faded  away.  A  hare  bounced  around  several  feet  before  coming  to  a  stop 
and  sniffing  the  temporarily  moist  desert  air.  Its  head  cocked  before  it  nuzzled 
its  nose  against  white  tufts  of  belly  fur.  A  tiny  pink  tongue  licked  at  a  small  mud 
caked  clump  at  its  belly,  grey  ears  twitched  like  antennae  tuning  into  something 
hidden  and  far  away. 

“Want  to  turn  this  into  a  hunting  trip?”  Mike  asked. 

“Sure,”  we  replied,  synchronized  -  automatic.  The  word  tasted  strange  as  it 
left  my  tongue,  like  I  had  spent  a  good  long  while  sucking  on  a  penny. 

“That’ll  be  fifty  extra,”  he  joked,  his  laugh  rang  out  -  echoing  against  the 
face  of  some  cliff,  invisible  in  the  night. 

His  shoulder  slumped  and  the  rifle  slid  down  his  arm  into  his  hands.  He 
pulled  it  up  and  held  it  firm  and  straight.  The  wind  faded  to  a  wisp;  the  sand 
returned  to  the  earth  -  thunder  trembled  somewhere  far  away.  The  sharp 
whistling  of  the  trees  fell  to  a  murmur  as  they  watched  and  waited.  Mike  was 
like  a  statue  or  a  cave  painting  -  rigid  and  hard.  Stoicism  ironed  out  his  face 
with  cold  determination.  His  soft  eyes  narrowed  and  he  peered  down  the  barrel. 
A  calm,  assured  finger  itched  at  the  trigger  twice  before  clamping  down.  There 
was  a  crisp  snapping  noise.  Crisp,  but  not  loud  -  sounding  dreamlike,  nothing 
like  those  shots  from  the  old  westerns.  That  was  all  there  was  to  it.  The  hare  fell 
to  the  dust.  It  lifted  its  head  twice  before  staggering  into  a  crippled  grey  pile  of 
fur.  Blood  puddled  about  it  and  became  muddy  and  dirt  stricken.  Mike  stepped 
from  his  horse  and  hunched  over  the  hare.  He  grabbed  it  by  its  limp  ears  and 
held  it  up  for  us  to  see  before  dropping  it  back  to  the  ground. 

A  pit  formed  and  turned  over  in  my  stomach  several  times.  My  teeth  felt 
cemented  into  my  face  -  my  hands  cold  and  heavy.  Blood  hummed  through 
my  ears;  the  earth  seemed  to  spin  faster  than  usual.  Just  like  that,  the  thing  was 
dead.  There  was  nothing  grand  about  it.  No  clawing,  no  hissing,  no  struggle  or 
menace  -  nothing  to  blame  or  think  back  upon  and  brush  off'.  Nothing  to  rattle 
at.  The  bullet  was  detemined;  the  poor  thing  was  in  its  way.  It  was  so  simple  it 
was  stupid. 

“It’ll  make  a  good  meal  for  the  coyotes,”  he  said  grinning,  “They’ll  be 
mighty  thankful  for  a  free  meal.” 

The  moon  laid  low  in  the  sky.  Thin,  gossamer  clouds  stretched  over  its  w'hite 
surface  like  a  sheet  -  or  a  crisp  paper  curtain.  The  breeze  whispered  cool,  sultry 
sighs  against  my  cheek.  Its  breath  was  moist  and  needled  with  a  taste  of  fresh 
pine  from  another  world  far  from  there.  My  girlfriend  turned  to  me.  I  shivered. 
She  w'as  vivid,  she  w'as  animated.  Colored  crawled  in  her  soft  cheeks,  which 
was  a  host  to  peachy  hairs  so  small  that  only  the  moon  -  only  tonight  -  they’d 
be  seen  waving  like  reeds  on  a  riverbank.  Her  forearms  were  taut,  yet  elegant, 
wdth  her  hands  clutching  the  reigns;  her  back  was  rigid  and  attentive.  We  just  sat 
there  on  our  horses  w'ildly  -  two  of  us  -  riding  nowhere  -  staring.  She  looked  at 
me  with  eyes  that  shined  clearly,  brightly,  like  brown  filament  burning  in  the  wet 
dusk.  They  were  stark;  timid,  alive  and  terrifying. 
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Discovery 

Ashley  Keib 


There  is  something  very  nostalgic  and  calming  about  rummaging  through 
boxes  that  haven’t  been  opened  in  years.  We  were  planning  a  garage  sale  soon, 
and  while  my  children  were  at  school  and  my  husband  was  at  work,  I  was  taking 
the  time  to  go  through  our  old  belongings  and  sort  out  what  should  be  saved  and 
what  should  be  sold. 

There  were  so  many  boxes  in  our  attic  that  they  covered  the  floor,  giving  me 
little  space  to  sit  and  soil,  but  that  only  made  me  more  excited.  It  just  meant 
there  were  so  many  more  memories  to  visit.  I  started  with  the  boxes  closest  to 
the  door,  opening  them  to  find  old  baby  clothes  and  toys.  I  laughed  quietly  to 
myself,  holding  up  the  tiny  booties  and  well  loved,  squished  stuffed  animals. 

I  looked  fondly  at  pictures  in  my  daughter’s  baby  book,  remembering  her 
first  steps,  words,  birthday.  It  was  like  only  yesterday  that  I  was  holding  her 
in  my  arms  and  feeding  her,  and  now  she  was  off  to  school,  becoming  more 
independent  as  the  days  went  on. 

I  smiled  to  myself  and  moved  the  box  to  the  side,  along  with  any  other  box 
marked  with  the  words  ‘baby’  on  them.  There  was  no  way  I  can  sell  anything  in 
those  boxes.  They  held  too  many  stories. 

Many  boxes  were  of  old  Tuppenvare  that  had  been  replaced,  books  my 
children  were  too  old  for,  clothing  that  no  longer  fit  or  were  outdated  and  eaten 
by  bugs,  and  old  souvenirs  we  bought  and  never  used  or  put  out.  I  had  good 
piles  started  up,  one  for  the  sale,  one  for  the  garbage,  and  one  for  saving.  I  was 
making  good  progress.  It  was  only  one  in  the  afternoon,  and  more  than  half  of 
the  boxes  were  gone  through. 

I  almost  reached  the  back  of  the  attic  when  I  came  upon  a  group  of  boxes. 
Inside  were  numerous  decorations  colored  red,  white,  and  blue,  dotted  with 
stars.  I  pulled  out  many  figurines  holding  the  American  flag,  remembering 
fondly  when  they  stood  on  our  knick-knack  cabinets.  Many  were  of  policemen, 
firemen,  and  different  service  branches  of  the  military,  the  wonderful  men  and 
women  who  serve  our  country  proudly.  Many  bears  were  packed  in  other  boxes, 
wearing  our  countries  colors  and  holding  flags.  Blankets,  sheets,  towels,  signs, 
magnets,  dishes,  clothing,  you  name  it,  and  we  have  it,  all  in  our  countries  three 
glorious  colors.  To  say  we  are  patriotic  is  an  understatement.  Our  country  is  the 
most  important  thing  in  our  lives  right  after  our  family.  The  Fourth  of  July  was 
our  favorite  holiday.  Many  members  of  my  family  served  our  country  in  various 
ways,  and  if  it  weren’t  for  my  husband’s  health,  he  would  be  serving  it  as  well. 
We  were  proud  Americans. 

Well,  none  of  this  could  go  into  the  garage  sale.  I  would  have  to  find  a  storage 
unit  for  these.  All  of  it  was  too  precious  to  put  out  for  sale  at  a  much  lower  price 
than  we  paid.  I  put  these  boxes  to  the  side  near  the  stairs.  My  family  would 
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enjoy  looking  through  these  old  gems.  I  made  my  way  to  the  back  of  the  attic, 
where  I  was  sure  there  were  things  I  would  be  more  than  willing  to  give  away.  I 
smiled  as  I  reached  for  another,  excited  to  see  what  was  inside. 

There  was  one  box  that  w'as  different  from  the  rest.  This  box  had  a  note  taped 
to  the  top  flap,  my  name  written  on  the  top.  It  was  my  husband’s  handwriting, 
big  and  bold.  1  grinned.  He  must  have  left  it  here,  knowing  I  was  going  to  tackle 
all  these  boxes  on  my  own.  Probably  a  motivational  note.  I  unfolded  the  note, 
and  my  smile  faltered  a  bit. 

“It’s  about  time  you  remembered.” 

1  stared  at  the  paper,  my  eyebrows  pulling  together  in  confusion.  Time  1  knew 
what?  Had  he  been  hiding  something  from  me?  No,  impossible.  He  would  never 
hide  something  from  me.  We  were  so  open  with  each  other.  I  set  the  note  to  the 
side,  shrugging  it  off,  and  continued  to  open  the  box. 

Newspapers  and  magazines  filled  the  box  to  the  top.  1  gave  a  short  laugh, 
surprised.  How  odd,  we  never  kept  magazines  or  newspapers  for  more  than  a 
month,  yet  here  are  so  many,  and  from  years  ago,  before  I  started  my  family.  I 
picked  one  up  and  dusted  off  the  cover,  a  rather  familiar  looking  woman  gracing 
the  cover,  a  gun  poised  to  shoot.  The  words  ‘ANTI- AMERICAN’  in  big,  bold 
print  was  stamped  across  the  top.  I  shook  my  head  in  shame,  wondering  why 
such  a  thing  would  have  been  kept.  But  as  I  continued  to  look  at  the  various 
pictures,  the  more  I  realized  the  pictures  were  of  me.  A  much  younger  me.  My 
maiden  name,  Rebecca  Caldwell,  followed  every  caption. 

My  heart  started  thumping  in  my  chest.  No,  this  couldn’t  be  me.  I  love 
America!  There  is  no  way  I  could  be  against  the  country!  Each  story  was  about 
protests  against  the  government,  defacing  government  property,  attempting  to 
hold  up  various  offices.  In  each  picture,  I  was  the  center.  The  ring  leader.  But 
only  one  shook  me  more  than  the  rest. 

“Assassination  Attempt  by  Caldwell  Troop  Foiled  By  Police”.  There  were 
two  pictures,  one  of  myself,  holding  a  gun,  the  next,  of  the  cop  that  must  have 
stopped  me.  I  read  the  article,  my  hands  shaking.  I  felt  the  back  of  my  head, 
where  a  mysterious,  deep  scar  appeared  years  ago,  as  I  read  the  words  “Police 
shot  Caldwell  down  before  she  could  take  a  shot.”  My  head.  They  got  me  in 
the  head,  but  I  survived.  Another  article  read,  “Caldwell’s  Body  Missing.  Troop 
Members  Suspects”.  Tears  fell  down  my  cheeks  as  this  all  hit  me.  My  breath 
came  out  in  ragged  puffs.  This  can’t  be  true.  None  of  this  can.  It  is  all  against. 
My  hands  were  shaking  violently,  crumpling  the  papers.  Choked  sobs  forced 
their  way  out  of  my  throat.  This  can’t  be  true!! 

Suddenly,  I  heard  the  door  open  from  down  stairs,  and  my  husband’s  voice 
rang  through  the  house.  “Honey?”  My  heart  stopped  in  my  chest.  He  never  left 
work  early.  I  set  the  papers  down  and  crawled  to  the  back  of  the  attic,  huddling 
in  the  comer.  I  was  afraid,  afraid  to  find  out  who  my  husband  really  was,  and 
who  I  really  am. 
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Never  Again 

Jewels 


It  led  me.  Its  shiny,  smooth  body  eontrolled  my  life.  1  never  knew  what  1  would 
do  without  it.  I  couldn’t  take  my  eyes  off  of  it  until  it  took  me  to  where  I  was 
supposed  to  be.  That  round,  pink  marble.  It  was  all  1  ever  obeyed  and  adored. 

I  had  parents,  but  not  the  kind  that  the  average  child  has  while  growing  up. 

I  would  see  fathers  play  ball  with  their  sons  at  the  park,  and  mothers  having 
tea  parties  with  their  daughters  out  on  the  terrace.  My  parents  weren’t  like  that. 
They  tried  taking  me  places,  but  I  always  refused  to  go.  1  couldn’t  disobey  my 
higher  power.  As  much  as  my  parents  wanted  me,  their  only  child,  to  attend 
amusement  parks  and  public  pools,  1  couldn’t.  I  never  knew  any  other  way  but 
to  listen  to  what  the  marble  had  told  me.  Eventually,  it  became  my  life. 

Drop.  It  hits  the  floor.  The  sound  ripples  through  the  air,  into  my  ears.  There 
was  no  other  sound  that  I  loved  more.  The  soft,  light  glass  hitting  the  tile,  the 
faint  noise  it  makes,  traveling  to  my  cranium.  I  can’t  get  enough  of  it.  The 
wonder  it  gives  me,  of  where  I  would  be  going  next,  cannot  compare  to  even  the 
most  extreme  adventure  of  any  sort.  It’s  something  I  always  looked  anticipated. 

When  I  first  discovered  its  power,  I  was  six  years  old.  I  had  found  the  marble 
in  a  box,  filled  with  dirt  from  being  in  the  ground  for  so  long,  along  with  a 
matchbox  car,  a  bird  skeleton,  a  pencil,  and  a  yo-yo.  The  box  was  buried  in  my 
mother’s  garden.  I  came  across  the  box  while  digging  for  worms  to  lie  out  on  the 
sidewalk  to  curl  up  and  crunch  under  the  hot  summer  sun.  The  other  items  didn’t 
intrigue  me  as  much.  The  marble  spoke  to  me.  It  whispered  to  me  to  hold  it.  I 
stuck  my  thumb  and  index  finger  in  the  loose  dirt,  not  caring  that  I  would  get 
dirt  beneath  my  fingernails.  I  pulled  it  out  and  held  it  with  four  fingers,  rubbing 
the  dirt  off  and  gazing  into  the  pink  and  white  swirl  of  glass.  It  whispered  to 
me  again,  put  me  in  your  pocket.  I  had  done  just  that,  and  continued  to  dig  for 
worms. 

I’m  standing  in  the  kitchen  of  my  grandparents’  house.  The  marble  starts  to 
roll.  It  is  taking  me  to  where  I  need  to  be.  I  eye  it  with  anticipation.  I  feel  my 
eyebrows  furrowing  and  my  lips  pursing.  It  rolls  away  from  me,  toward  the 
stairs  leading  to  the  basement.  As  it  begins  to  fall  off  of  the  first  step,  I  follow, 
making  sure  I  don’t  lose  sight  of  it.  It  bounces  from  one  step  to  the  next,  making 
faint  and  muffled  thumping  noises  against  the  carpet.  It  leads  me  into  what  used 
to  be  my  uncle’s  bedroom  as  a  child. 

I  never  questioned  the  marble.  I  think  that’s  because  I  first  obeyed  it  when  I 
was  six.  I  was  naive  and  clueless.  I  was  oblivious  to  the  fact  that  a  talking  piece 

of  glass  was  not  normal.  But  after  following  it  for  so  long,  I  couldn’t  quit.  I  can’t 
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think  straight  without  knowing  where  it  could  possibly  take  me  next. 

It  takes  me  to  the  bedroom  closet.  It  keeps  rolling,  and  squeezes  between  the 
bottom  of  the  folding  door  and  the  carpet.  I  whip  open  the  door  so  I  don’t  lose 
it,  in  ease  it  were  to  take  me  further.  It  stops.  I  close  my  eyes.  My  arms  dangle 
from  my  sides;  I  feather  my  fingertips  as  I  listen  closely  to  what  it  will  say.  Take 
these,  wear  them.  I  open  my  eyes  and  look  at  the  closet  as  a  whole.  I  quickly 
pick  up  the  marble  and  place  it  in  my  jean  pocket.  It  is  telling  me  to  take  the  old 
shirts  that  once  belonged  to  my  grandfather.  I  grab  the  few  and  run  off,  going 
back  to  my  home. 

The  marble  never  told  me  to  do  harmful  things.  Sometimes  it  would  tell  me 
to  take  something  that  wasn’t  originally  mine,  but  only  the  things  that  weren’t 
in  use  anymore;  the  things  that  people  abandoned  and  didn’t  care  for.  They 
wouldn’t  even  notice  that  it’s  gone,  anyway.  Or  at  least  that  is  what  I  understood. 
I  didn’t  follow7  all  of  my  actions  by  the  marble.  I  made  decisions  on  my  own.  But 
when  I  felt  lost,  I  would  drop  the  marble,  or  if  I  could  feel  a  potential  journey 
waiting  to  happen.  I  didn’t  like  listening  to  many  other  people.  Who  knew  if  I 
could  trust  them?  They  could  very  well  have  something  against  me,  and  lead  me 
with  fallacious  belief. 

I  place  the  shirts  on  my  bed,  sit  down  and  take  my  boots  off.  I  hold  up  each 
shirt,  admiring  their  unique  patterns.  One  is  a  muddy  brow'n  color,  patterned 
with  male  Mallards  and  cattails.  Another  shirt  is  cerulean,  with  white  paisley. 

The  last  shirt  is  checkered  with  red  and  blue,  crossing  over  each  other  to  also 
include  purple. 

I  wasn’t  sure  what  all  of  the  marble’s  leads  meant.  Perhaps  they  would  all 
tie  together  and  give  me  some  sort  of  sign.  Maybe  they  were  just  random  leads, 
equaling  up  to  nothing  significant. 

It  is  close  to  dusk.  I  close  my  w  indow  to  keep  the  cool  summer  air  from 
coming  in.  I  place  my  marble  in  a  silk  lined  box  the  size  of  a  pool  cue  chalk.  I 
then  place  the  box  in  the  drawer  of  my  nightstand  to  assure  security. 

I  never  imagined  what  I  would  do  if  I  were  to  misplace  the  marble.  My  life 
would  not  be  the  same  without  it.  I  am  aware  that  I  would  live,  but  I  indeed 
would  live  with  insanity. 

The  sun  peeks  through  the  curtains,  blinding  me  from  my  surroundings.  1 
step  out  of  bed,  stretching  my  legs  and  anns  away  from  each  other.  I  get  dressed 
to  spend  the  entire  day  outside.  I  throw  my  Nikon  D40,  some  Twizzlers,  a  flask 
of  Malort,  and  a  journal  in  my  backpack.  After  sliding  my  Vans  over  my  heels,  I 
grab  my  marble,  ready  to  see  w7here  it  will  take  me  for  the  day. 
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Sometimes  it  would  lead  me  to  multiple  places  in  a  single  day.  Other  days,  it 
would  lead  me  nowhere.  1  would  drop  it  over  and  over  hoping  it  would  take  me 
somewhere.  I  figured  it  had  to  have  a  mind  of  its  own  or  something. 

I  hop  onto  my  bike  and  start  to  pedal  toward  town. 

A  couple  of  years  ago,  1  dropped  my  marble  in  my  front  yard,  hoping  it 
would  bring  me  to  a  place  with  cool  stuff.  It  rolled  a  few  blocks,  headed  into 
town,  taking  me  to  our  local  Mom  N  Pop  shop.  It  rolled  up  until  the  aluminum 
trim  at  the  bottom  of  the  door  of  the  shop.  1  walked  in,  discovering  mad  amounts 
of  soft  drinks  and  candy  bars.  A  parent’s  nightmare,  this  had  to  be  the  best  place 
it  had  taken  me. 

I  grab  a  Royal  Crown  Cola  and  some  Ho-Hos.  I  check  out,  giving  the  lady 
at  the  register  the  exact  total.  I  walk  out,  looking  in  all  directions  and  wonder 
where  I  am  headed  next. 

During  my  summers,  I  would  spend  a  lot  of  days  wandering  around  and 
dropping  my  marble  at  random.  I  would  do  this  all  day,  sometimes  to  find  that 
I  go  nowhere.  I  think  it  knew  that  I  was  using  it  for  pure  pleasure,  to  cure  my 
boredom. 

I  ride  my  bike  to  the  end  of  the  street,  looking  side  to  side.  I  could  drop  it 
right  now.  I  decide  not  to,  and  to  keep  pedaling  to  a  place  of  my  choice.  Perhaps 
it  will  show  me  something  I  have  never  noticed  before  of  a  place  I  am  ever  so 
familiar  with. 

1  end  up  at  the  local  forest  preserve.  I  love  this  place.  I  hop  off  my  bike  and 
walk  it  over  to  a  tree.  I  enter  the  forest,  taking  big  strides,  excited  to  be  making 
my  own  adventure. 

It  was  the  first  time  I  didn’t  depend  on  my  marble  to  take  me  somewhere.  I 
chose  to  be  here.  I  chose  to  take  this  journey  into  a  world  of  leafy  vines  and  tall 
trees.  I  of  course  plan  to  drop  my  marble,  but  not  until  I  feel  ready  to  do  so. 

I  make  it  deeper  into  the  forest.  1  pass  a  lot  of  bugs  and  chipmunks  along 
the  way.  The  bugs  don’t  make  a  move,  but  the  chipmunks  surely  scurry  away  as 
they  hear  my  feet  stepping  on  crunchy  leaves.  I  want  to  get  deep  into  the  forest 
before  I  make  the  drop.  I  want  to  be  in  the  very  middle,  so  that  it  can  take  me 
any  place  from  there. 

I  make  it  to  the  middle.  I  know  I  am  here  because  of  the  hole  in  the  canopy 
of  the  trees.  The  hole  isn’t  too  big,  but  it  is  big  enough  for  the  sky  to  peek 
through. 

Thump.  The  marble  drops  to  the  dirt  floor.  Its  shine  disappears  as  the  dust 
covers  its  surface.  It  rolls,  but  it  is  difficult  for  me  to  see.  I  cannot  lose  it,  I  run 
after  it,  trying  not  to  take  my  eye  off  of  it. 

My  lungs  painfully  inflate,  they  have  a  sting  every  time  I  inhale.  My  heart  is 
pounding,  as  if  it  is  going  to  fly  through  my  chest.  It’s  as  if  I  have  been  running 
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for  miles,  but  1  know  it  has  only  been  a  few  hundred  yards.  1  have  my  eye  on  the 
marble,  being  so  careful  not  to  lose  sight.  1  want  to  stop  running,  but  won’t.  I 
cannot  give  up. 

Suddenly,  1  don’t  see  the  it.  The  marble  disappears,  vanishes.  How  could  1 
have  lost  it?!  1  look  around  for  it,  in  sheer  panic.  I  fall  to  my  knees,  din  flying 
up  to  my  face.  I  hold  my  head  in  my  hands,  thinking  of  the  loss.  The  feeling  of 
defeat  swarms  my  stomach,  making  me  feel  disoriented  and  lost. 

I  fall  completely  to  the  ground.  1  lay  in  the  dirt  path,  staring  up  at  the  trees, 
not  knowing  where  to  go  now  that  1  have  lost  what  1  once  obeyed  and  loved.  I 
elose  my  eyes,  hoping  it  is  all  a  dream. 

I  wake  up  beneath  the  trees,wondering  where  1  am.  I  remember  what 
happened.  1  recollect  losing  the  marble.  It’s  getting  close  to  dusk,  so  1  get  up  to 
bike  home.  I  can’t  ridden  the  feeling  of  emptiness  I  have.  My  stomach  feels  like 
a  raisin,  shrunken  and  puny. 

1  get  home,  dropping  my  bike  in  the  yard,  walking  straight  into  the  house 
and  unto  my  room.  I  crawl  into  bed  and  start  to  weep.  The  tears  fall  from  my 
eyes  and  drip  down  into  my  ears.  My  nose  is  producing  more  snot  than  what 
could  possibly  be  inside  of  me.  I  can’t  breathe  as  clearly  as  1  usually  do,  my 
lungs  are  heavy  and  sore  from  running  earlier.  I  finally  fall  asleep,  hoping  to 
wake  up  to  a  more  independent  life.  A  life  to  be  grown  up. 


Marbles  Still  Life  Maria  Mick 
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Jasmine  Ross 


Breathe.  Just  breathe.  Look  at  the  floor.  Its  9:15am.  Breathe.  Look  at  the 
dresser.  Count  to  ten.  1. 2.  3.  Breathe.  4.  5.  6.  Breathe.  Look  at  the  lamp. 

Breathe.  7.  8.  9.  You’re  okay!  10. 

The  anxiety  began  to  release  from  the  confines  of  her  chest  cavity  as  her 
lungs  relaxed  and  her  breathing  returned  to  normal.  The  tidal  wave  of  emotions 
was  beginning  to  take  its  toll  on  her.  Every  day  for  the  last  three  weeks  Mary  has 
woken  up  to  an  overwhelming  feeling  of  remorse,  regret,  hatred  and  sadness  - 
ultimately  resulting  in  a  moderate  panic  attack.  The  stress  of  being  taken  on  as  a 
fulltime  therapist  after  3  years  at  Bicker  and  Bikker  -  a  lucrative  private  practice 
-  was  wearing  her  down. 

“You’re  up  early...  are  you  okay?”  Mary  turned  around  to  see  Anthony 
staring  at  her  with  wide  sleepy  eyes  and  concern.  “Yea  I’m  fine,  just  a  little 
thirsty.”  It  was  best  not  to  worry  him  with  her  silly  problems.  “Go  back  to  sleep, 

I  didn’t  mean  to  wake  you.” 

“Stay  home  today?”  From  the  pitifully  soft  tone  in  his  voice,  Mary  could 
tell  Anthony  knew  something  was  up.  There  was  no  hiding  anything  from  him, 
especially  as  of  late. 

“I  have  therapy  but  after  that  I’m  all  yours  deal?”  “Deal.”  She  planted  a 
sweet  kiss  on  his  warm  lips,  then  slipped  off  the  bed  and  padded  to  the  kitchen. 

The  cold  tiles  beneath  the  bare  soles  of  her  feet  sent  a  waking  chill  through 
her  body.  She  poured  herself  a  cup  of  coffee  and  raided  the  fridge  for  anything 
worthwhile  but  nothing  stood  out.  While  contemplating  on  a  meal  a  tingling 
sensation  overtook  her  body.  The  floor  boards  began  to  swim  beneath  her  feet 
as  the  kitchen  blurred  into  oblivion.  Her  equilibrium  no  longer  sufficed  as 
everything  went  black  and  she  collapsed  to  the  floor  with  a  loud  thud,  shattering 
the  mug  of  coffee  everywhere.  Anthony  immediately  ran  into  the  kitchen  to  find 
Mary  lying  on  the  floor,  dazed  and  confused. 

“Oh  God,  Mary,  are  you  okay?”  he  blurted  as  he  quickly  kneeled  to  her  aid. 
He  scanned  every  inch  of  her  to  make  sure  she  had  no  bruises.  “Does  anything 
hurt?  Are  you  bleeding  anywhere?”  he  pleaded  with  her. 

“I’m  fine,  Jesus  Christ.  Get  the  hell  off  me,”  she  proclaimed  as  she  helped 
herself  off  the  floor.  As  she  began  stretching  out  the  stiffness  in  her  neck  and 
back  she  could  feel  Anthony’s  eyes  radiating  through  her  skin.  “What  are  you 
looking  at?”  she  scowled. 

“I’m  just  trying  to  make  sure  you’re  okay.  Have  a  seat,  I’ll  make  you 
breakfast.”  He  urged  her  into  a  seat  at  the  kitchen  counter  and  began  raiding  the 
cabinets.  “I’m  not  hungry,”  she  yelled  storming  from  the  kitchen  back  into  the 
master  bedroom  slamming  the  door  behind  her. 

Instantly,  Anthony  knew  that  something  was  different  with  Mary.  That 

wasn’t  the  first  time  she  had  mysteriously  fainted.  She’s  fainted  on  three  separate 
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occasions  each  time  reacting  completely  different.  While  picking  up  the  large 
shards  of  white  glass  sprawled  across  the  linoleum  tile,  Anthony  could  hear  the 
light  clicking  of  sandals  coming  down  the  hall.  Mary  briskly  walked  passed 
him  toward  the  front  door.  “Going  to  therapy?”  She  completely  disregarded 
his  question.  The  frothy  mixture  of  blue  and  green  mixed  into  her  sullen  eyes 
neither  confirmed  nor  denied  his  question.  Without  a  word,  just  a  small  devilish 
grin,  she  left  the  loll  apartment  as  quiet  as  a  mouse.  A  small  ounce  of  fear  rose 
from  the  depths  of  his  toes  into  the  pit  of  his  stomach. 

(11:30  am) 

“Nice  hair.  Dr.  M.  Looks  really  good  on  you,”  blurted  Mary’s  secretary. 

“Thanks.  It  was  kind  of  spur  the  moment  I  guess,”  she  said  slightly  confused. 

“You  have  a  patient  waiting  in  your  office,”  announced  the  secretary. 

“Already?  They’re  extremely  early.” 

Mary  opened  the  glazed  over  glass  door  and  saw  Bobby  -  her  most 
distraught  patient  -  curled  in  the  corner  of  her  w  hite  leather  couch.  Tears 
streaming  down  his  sullen  face  and  blood  shot  eyes  peering  at  her  confirmed  that 
this  was  a  serious  matter. 

“Bobby,  what’s  wrong?  I’m  not  supposed  to  see  you  until  tomorrow.” 

“I’m  sorry  to  show'  up  so  unannounced  but  I  desperately  needed  to  come  and 
talk  to  you.  It’s  getting  worse.  The  nightmares.  The  hallucinations.  The  urges. 
Everything.  I’m  so  scared  to  close  my  eyes  because  I  know  I’ll  see  her.”  The 
tears  rushed  down  his  cheeks  as  he  became  more  frantic.  “I  just  want  to  stop 
seeing  her  everywhere.  Stop  seeing  her  at  school,  home,  and  work.  Why  did  this 
have  to  happen  to  me?  What  did  I  do  to  deserve  such  a  malicious  person  for  a 
mother?” 

“Bobby  it  was  nothing  you  did.  You  are  a  bright,  charismatic,  fun  and  loving 
young  man.  Your  mother  was  and  still  is  sick  and  what  she  did  to  you  was  not 
your  fault.”  The  tears  began  coursing  down  her  face  like  a  raging  river.  This 
was  the  first  time  she  had  ever  cried  in  front  of  a  patient.  Something  about 
what  Bobby  was  now  dealing  with  was  hitting  her  on  a  deeper  personal  level. 
Separating  her  emotions  from  her  work  had  never  been  a  challenge  before. 
Instinctually  she  alw'ays  felt  the  need  to  want  to  cradle  some  of  her  patients  - 
especially  when  they  told  of  stories  of  a  torturous  childhood  -  but  she  could 
always  suppress  the  urge.  Sitting  here  and  listening  to  Bobby  explain  for  the 
hundredth  lime  since  she’s  first  began  seeing  him  the  unnerving  truths  about  the 
nonstop  brutal  sexual  assaults  his  mother  subjected  him  to,  really  began  to  struck 
a  chord  with  her. 

“Dr.  M  I’m  really  sorry  to  take  up  most  of  your  afternoon.  But  I  really 
needed  this  session  today.  Thank  you  so  much  for  listening  to  me... I  didn’t 
mean  to  make  you  cry  with  my  sob  story.” 

“Bobby  it’s  fine,  and  call  me  Marybeth.  Anytime  you  ever  need  to  talk  do 
come  straight  to  me,”  she  replied  as  she  gently  placed  her  hand  on  his  bicep. 

The  kindred  touch  between  Mary’s  gentle  hand  an  Bobby’s  firm  forearm  sent  an 
uneasy  quiver  across  the  secretary’s  skin. 
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(5:30pm) 

There  was  still  no  sign  of  Mary.  She  was  2  hours  late  for  their  dinner  with 
his  parents  and  he  was  growing  extremely  concerned.  Anthony  had  called  her 
therapist  and  left  three  messages,  but  still  nothing.  The  constant  calls  and  texts  to 
her  cell  phone  had  gone  unnoticed  as  she  made  no  attempts  to  respond.  Flipping 
through  the  endless  reality  shows  and  movies  galore  failed  to  occupy  his  mind 
on  his  girlfriend’s  whereabouts.  He  couldn’t  help  but  wonder. 

The  constant  ticking  of  slow  minutes  on  the  analog  clock  in  the  hall  rang  out 
loud  like  a  grandfather  in  his  mind.  As  if  on  cue  his  phone  rang  out  with  Mary’s 
personal  ringtone. 

“Mary  is  that  you?” 

“Hi...  is  this  Anthony  Porter?” 

“Um...  yes!  Who  is  this?” 

“This  is  Morgan  Sherwood.  I’m  with  the  Fallbrook  Mall  security  in 
Brooklyn.  We  have  your  daughter  Aubrey  down  here.” 

“Wait... my  what?  Who?” 

“Aubrey  McIntyre?  She  claims  to  be  your  daughter,”  she  repeated  the  name 
but  only  the  last  name  sounded  familiar.  It  was  Mary’s. 

Anthony  stood  in  the  middle  of  the  dimly  lit  living  room  baffled.  Aubrey?  It 
was  now  5:45pm. 

The  stiffness  in  the  air  sent  an  itching  shrill  up  Anthony’s  spine  as  he 
entertained  the  idea  of  his  girlfriend  wanting  to  be  called  something  other  than 
her  name.  Aubrey?  But  this  wasn’t  the  first  time  she  had  given  false  information 
to  someone  and  demanded  to  be  called  something  different.  He  hurriedly  made 
his  way  to  the  hollows  of  hell  in  the  lower  eastside  of  New  York  and  rotated 
never  ending  possibilities  of  what  could  have  happened.  Anthony  pulled  up  to 
the  mall  30  minutes  later. 

“I’m  here  to  pick  up  my  girl.... I  mean  daughter,  Aubrey  McIntyre.”  The 
word  daughter  rolled  off  his  tongue  like  acid.  It  didn’t  feel  right  calling  someone 
his  daughter,  especially  since  he  wasn’t  sure  if  it  was  even  his  girlfriend.  “Just  a 
second,”  the  elderly  woman  left  for  a  second  only  to  return  with  “Aubrey.”  The 
woman  standing  before  him  was  indeed  his  girlfriend  but  she  wasn’t  the  same 
person  who  left  his  house  that  morning.  She  had  dyed  her  hair  cherry  red,  and 
was  no  longer  wearing  the  lounge  clothes  she  left  in  -  but  a  dingy  white  halter 
top,  cut  off  blue  jean  shorts,  and  Converse.  She  had  red  lipstick  smeared  across 
her  mouth  and  black  eye  liner  smudged  under  her  eyes.  Sorrow  festered  in  the 
depths  of  his  stomach  as  he  imagined  what  exactly  she  encountered  once  she  left 
their  apartment.  “Hi  daddy.”  She  smiled. 

“She’s  fine;  she  was  caught  trying  to  steal  some  underwear  from  the  Victoria 
Secret  around  the  corner.  She’s  all  yours  once  you  sign  these  papers.  They 
decided  not  to  press  charges.”  With  no  hesitation  Anthony  signed  the  papers 
releasing  “Aubrey”  from  the  mall  security  and  they  proceeded  on  the  long  drive 
back  to  Humboldt. 

“Mary,  please  tell  me  how  you  ended  up  in  Brooklyn?  I’ve  been  SO  worried 
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about  you  all  day.”  He  ever  so  slightly  looked  at  Aubrey  while  trying  to  maintain 
a  visual  with  the  road.  “My  name’s  Aubrey.  Mary  was  my  sister’s  name,  and 
she’s  dead.”  The  words  sister  and  dead  crushed  him  like  a  car  compactor. 
Considering  he  knew  for  a  fact  that  she  wasn’t  a  dead  sister  or  he  wasn’t  her 
father,  he  had  no  idea  what  to  make  of  this  charade  she  was  playing.  “Why  were 
you  trying  to  steal  underwear?”  She  chuckled.  The  remaining  45  minutes  driving 
home  w  as  spent  in  an  echoing  solace  of  silence. 

(3  days  later) 

One  new  message:  August  12,  2013  -  4:45pm. 

Hello,  Mr.  Porter  this  is  Janice  Armstrong.  Sorry  to  be  a  couple  days  late,  but 
I  was  just  returning  your  calls  about  Mary.  1  hate  to  inform  you  but  we  haven’t 
seen  Mary  in  3  weeks.  She  has  missed  each  of  her  scheduled  appointments 
and  failed  to  return  any  of  our  calls.  We  strongly  encourage  you  to  contact  us 
immediately  to  discuss  further  treatment  options  as  Mary  could  possibly  be  a 
danger  to  herself  and  others  around  her.  I  know'  this  is  a  very  difficult  thing  to 
deal  w'ith  but  we  need  to  get  the  handles  on  Mary’s  condition  before  things  get 
out  of  control.  We’ve  discovered  that  Mary  has  developed  Dissociative  Identity 
Disorder,  which  is  a  series  of  distinct  personality  changes  using  the  body  as  a 
host  to  alternative  identities.  Her  alters,  Steve,  Aubrey  and  Marybeth,  are  all 
harboring  some  agonizing  emotions  which  need  to  be  addressed.  Whatever  you 
do  DON’T  leave  Marybeth  alone.  This  is  a  serious  medical  illness  and  should 
be  treated  with  caution.  Please  call  me  back  at  your  earliest  convenience.  Thank 
you. 

End  of  new  message.  There  are  no  new  messages. 

Anthony  replayed  the  voicemail  three  times,  making  sure  he  heard  the 
therapist  correctly.  Dissociative  Identity  Disorder.  A  danger  to  herself  and  others 
around  her.  Treated  with  caution.  None  of  it  made  sense.  How  long  had  Mary 
been  going  through  this  and  why  is  this  his  first  time  hearing  about  it? 

The  time  slowly  skipped  on  as  Anthony  counted  the  endless  minutes  until 
Mary  was  due  home  from  work.  A  continuous  loop  of  the  message  left  on  the 
answering  machine  played  in  his  mind.  There  was  no  way  his  girlfriend  was 
“crazy.”  He  wasn’t  going  to  allow  something  so  vile  swallow  the  very  existence 
of  his  true  love.  There  had  to  be  a  viable  reason  for  her  missing  therapy,  and  he 
wasn’t  going  to  accept  some  bullshit  story  about  having  multiple  personalities 
from  some  pretentious  doctor. 

It  was  nearing  7pm  when  Mary  strolled  through  the  front  door  of  the 
apartment. 

“Mary,  why  have  you  been  skipping  therapy?”  She  just  stood  there  confused. 
He  already  knew  she  been  skipping  for  3  weeks  so  why  was  he  even  asking.  The 
real  question  is  why  hadn’t  she  told  him  about  these  mysterious  personalities? 
For  nearly  a  month  she  had  known  that  she  was  suffering  from  these  changes 
but  insisted  on  telling  no  one.  Just  looking  at  her  and  knowing  what  he  knew 
made  him  feel  nothing  but  sadness  and  guilt  for  her.  The  powerful  thoughts  of 
why  began  festering  around  his  temporal  lobe.  And  before  he  could  contain  his 
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curiosity,  his  words  slipped  out  like  vomit. 

“What’s  this  about  having  multiple  personalities?  Or  Dissociative  Identity 
Disorder  as  the  therapist  calls  it.”  She  could  barely  grasp  her  mind  around  the 
concept  and  gargantuan  words  before  collapsing  to  her  knees.  Anthony  cupped 
her  body  to  his  as  he  felt  her  shutter  in  tears.  “You  were  faking  it  weren’t  you?” 
He  asked  again.  A  slight  high  pitch  tone  -  vaguely  in  a  whisper  like  the  sound  of 
a  young  boy  before  he  hits  puberty  -  escaped  her  small  lips  sending  a  hair  rising 
chill  throughout  the  room.  “It’s  because  she  doesn’t  know...” 

The  sobbing  grew  more  intense  as  Anthony  sat  there  befuddled  at  the 
response  he  just  received.  The  high  pitched  childlike  voice  returned  only  to 
answer  more  questions  that  lingered  in  the  air  like  a  chamber  of  secrets.  “Mary 
doesn’t  know  because  she’s  dead.  Sometimes  mom  likes  to  pretend  she  isn’t.” 

He  couldn’t  believe  his  ears;  his  girlfriend  was  balled  up  in  his  lap  sounding  like 
a  pubescent  boy  and  all  he  could  do  was  sit  paralyzed  and  pray  he  was  dreaming. 
His  breathing  shallowed  into  smalls  puffs  as  the  nausea  in  his  stomach  churned 
on. 

“I’m  Steve.”  The  whimpering  stopped.  A  set  of  deep  blue,  ocean  colored 
eyes  looked  up  to  meet  the  gaze  of  Anthony.  He  stared  at  him  as  though  the 
person  sitting  in  front  of  him  were  a  majestic  creature.  Clinging  to  the  hope  that 
even  the  smallest  glimpse  of  his  girlfriend  was  still  inside  he  found  nothing.  The 
way  “Mary’s”  eyes  changed  from  her  usual  swirl  of  pale  blue  and  mint  green  to 
a  fierce  overpowering  blue  made  the  situation  more  unbelievable.  “Mary  what 
the  fuck  is  going  on?” 

“My  name  isn’t  Mary,  I’m  Steve!”  he  blurted  as  his  body  tensed.  “Okay!  Let 
me  indulge  you  for  a  minute.  How  old  are  you  Steve?”  stated  Anthony. 

He  could  feel  the  petite  frame  begin  to  relax  around  his  legs.  A  small  cute  smile 
crept  across  his  face  and  then  disappeared  as  he  began  to  talk.  “I’m  8  years 
old  and  I  don’t  want  to  go  with  him  anymore.  I'll  be  a  good  boy  this  time  I 
promise.”  The  sadness  in  Steve’s  eyes  pulled  at  Anthony’s  heart  strings.  “Who 
don’t  you  want  to  go  with?  What  happened?”  The  look  of  mortification  spread 
across  Steve’s  face  like  the  sun  across  the  morning  horizon.  “Please  don’t  make 
me  go  with  him.  I’ll  be  a  good  boy.  I  won’t  scream.  I  won’t  tell  mommy.  I’ll  be 
the  good  little  boy  he’s  always  wanted  I  promise.  Please!”  Anthony  could  see  the 
terror  rising  in  him  as  Steve  practically  clawed  at  his  amis  pleading.  “Who  are 
you  talking  about?  Who  hurt  you?” 

The  small  petite  child  began  to  shiver  again.  Anthony  watched  as  the  child’s 
body  convulsed  as  he  heaved  on  his  lap.  Seconds  later  his  body  went  limp  and 
then  a  maniacal  laugh  shrilled  from  inside  the  person  sitting  before  him.  The 
once  enticing  ocean  blue  eyes  were  now  a  silky  pale  green  with  small  freckles  of 
blue.  The  devilish  laugh  rang  out  even  louder  as  she  rose  to  her  feet. 

“Don’t  listen  to  that  little  brat... he  still  thinks  he’s  coming  back  for  him  but 
he  doesn’t  know  he  died  a  few  months  ago.”  This  mysterious  he  was  constantly 
being  thrown  around  and  Anthony  couldn’t  seem  to  figure  out  who  he  was.  He 
and  Mary  had  been  dating  since  she  was  21,  in  those  6  years  she  never  once  told 
him  of  a  man  that  harmed  her  as  a  child.  All  he  knew  was  that  her  father  was 
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a  sadistic  jerk  who  constantly  reminded  her  of  she  was  a  disappointment  and 
he  wished  for  a  son  instead  Pulling  all  the  pieces  from  memory  he  didn’t  want 
to  connect  the  dots  on  the  picture  unfolding  before  his  eyes.  “Who  is  he?”  She 
scoffed  out  a  small  laugh.  “You  know...” 

A  week  had  sailed  by  and  Mary  seemed  to  be  back  to  her  normal  self.  No 
weird  mood  changes,  no  blackouts,  nothing.  Feeling  at  peace  that  his  girlfriend 
was  now  back  to  normal,  Anthony  dared  not  bring  up  that  eerie  conversation 
he  encountered  with  her  and  her  “alters.”  Questions  still  lingered  in  the  air,  like 
dust  in  an  old  attic,  as  he  religiously  wondered  who  he  was.  Maybe  Mary  was 
just  messing  around  with  him  and  there  really  are  no  other  personalities,  but  just 
her  being  extremely  immature  and  manipulative. 

(Mary’s  Office) 

“Billy  can  I  ask  you  a  question?” 

“My  name’s  Bobby,  not  Billy,  Marybeth.  You  know  this.” 

“Marybeth?  No,  no.  Call  me  Aubrey... question;  how  old  are  you  Bobby?” 

“17  we  talked  about  this  in  our  first  session  2  months  ago. ..  and  why 
Aubrey?” 

“Hmm.  An  older  man  1  like  it.  Got  a  girlfriend?” 

“You  know  I  don’t  have  a  girlfriend,  that’s  what  we’ve  been  talking  about 
these  last  2  months  in  therapy.  I  can’t  keep  a  girlfriend  because  of  what  that 
bitch  of  a  mother  did  to  me.” 

“Oh...  What  did  she  do?...  Did  she  touch  you  ...  right  here?” 

Aubrey  smiled  seductively  at  Bobby  as  she  eased  her  way  over  to  his  side 
of  couch  rubbing  her  small  hand  gently  up  his  right  thigh.  He  quickly  picked 
up  on  her  signals  as  he  slid  closer  to  her.  The  warm  embrace  of  sweaty  upper 
lips  and  dancing  tongues  sent  Aubrey’s  hormones  into  overdrive.  As  she  forced 
her  body  onto  his  soft  moans  escaped  her  mouth.  His  strong  arms  and  large 
soft  hands  embraced  her  body  tightly.  Her  heart  beat  thumped  through  her  ears 
as  the  adrenaline  coursed  through  her  veins.  The  thrill  was  giving  her  all  the 
excitement  she  would  need  for  one  lifetime.  He  quickly  lifted  her  shirt  off  and 
further  indulged  his  need  to  passionately  suck  her  face  and  play  w'ar  with  her 
tongue. 

“I  can’t  believe  this  is  actually  happening.”  He  breathed  in-between  kisses. 
“Stop  talking!”  Aubrey  was  enjoying  this  dominating  role  she  had  adapted  to.  It 
gave  her  a  certain  rush  doing  things  she  knew  she  wasn’t  supposed  to. 

“OH  MY  GOD!!!”  and  with  a  quick  jolt,  Mary  was  back  on  her  feet. 
Anguish  and  disgust  slowly  eased  its  way  around  the  room.  “What  is  going  on? 
Bobby!  What  are  you . we  doing?” 

“No,  no,  no!  Aubrey  it’s  okay.  We  were  just  getting  started.  We  don’t  have 
to  stop;  I  promise  I  won’t  tell  anyone.  C’mon...”  he  said  staring  into  his  lap. 

He  was  completely  thrown  by  her  reaction.  He  was  pleading...  feigning  for  her. 
“What... Aubrey?  ...  No  we,  we  can’t.  I’m...  and  you’re. ...and  this  is  ...  You 
have  to  go,  right  now.” 
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Just  as  quickly  as  thing  started  they  soon  faded.  Bobby  was  utterly  confused. 
She  had  just  practically  thrown  herself  at  him  and  now  she  was  acting  as  if  there 
was  something  terribly  wrong.  In  a  pissed  off  haze,  he  grabbed  his  belongings 
and  stonned  from  the  office. 

With  tear  stained  cheeks  Mary  strolled  through  the  front  door  of  her  empty 
loll  apartment  a  few  hours  later.  With  Anthony  at  work  she  had  more  time  to  cry 
out  her  confusion.  She  paced  the  snow  white  shag  carpeted  living  room  floor  and 
replayed  the  office  events  in  her  mind.  One  minute  Bobby  was  knocking  on  her 
office  door  with  his  mother,  and  literally  what  felt  like  a  split  second  later  she’s 
sitting  on  his  lap  half  naked.  How  could  she  have  ever  let  the  idea  of  sleeping 
with  a  patient  become  an  option,  especially  one  who  was  a  minor.  She  couldn’t 
fathom  what  could  have  triggered  such  a  disgusting  urge  in  her  knowing  what  he 
has  been  through. 

By  the  time  Anthony  returned  home  from  work  it  was  nearly  1  lpm  and 
Mary  was  sprawled  across  the  white  three  piece  L-shaped  sofa  -  which  was  now 
partially  stained  red,  along  with  the  white  carpet  -  from  the  glass  of  wine  she 
spilled.  The  light  hearted  soft  whispers  escaping  her  mouth  let  him  know  she 
was  sound  asleep.  Slowly  he  whisked  her  limp  body  off  the  couch  and  carried 
her  to  the  bedroom.  A  million  things  buzzed  through  his  mind  as  he  watched 
the  moonlight  shine  in  on  her  fluorescent  red  hair.  He  wondered  how  someone 
so  beautiful  could  be  battling  such  demons.  For  the  hundredth  time  that  week 
he  replayed  the  voicemail  over  in  his  head.  Dissociative  Identity  Disorder. 
Although  he  knew  that  this  was  a  serious  illness  -  from  his  extensive  google 
searches  -  it  didn’t  sound  like  something  she  could  have.  She  was  a  therapist  for 
Christ  sake,  something  like  that  doesn’t  happen  to  them.  Stuff  like  this  doesn’t 
happen  to  people  he  knows,  and  loves. 

The  sun  soon  kissed  the  sleeping  faces  as  it  peered  through  the  sheer 
curtains  and  rose  from  the  horizon.  Mary  was  the  first  to  wake.  She  completed 
her  morning  ritual  in  the  bathroom  and  proceeded  to  the  kitchen.  Shortly  after, 
Anthony  came  trotting  along  toward  the  sounds  of  rustling  pots  and  pans. 

“Mary  what  are  you  doing?” 

“Good  morning  my  love,  want  some  breakfast?  I’m  thinking  of  making 
eggs,  pancakes,  toast.  Whatever  you  want.”  She  was  running  around  the  kitchen 
peeking  into  cabinets,  the  fridge,  and  the  pantry  for  anything  to  suffice  her  desire 
to  cook,  but  came  up  with  nothing. 

“Mary,  you  don’t  cook.  What  has  gotten  into  you?” 

“For  starters,  I  hate  it  when  people  call  me  Mary.  The  name  is  Marybeth. 
What  do  you  mean  I  don’t  cook?  I  cook  al  1  the  time  for  the  children.  Just  last 
night  I  made  steak  and  potatoes.  You  and  the  kids  loved  it,  you  even  asked  for 
seconds,  don’t  you  remember?”  The  seriousness  in  her  voice  concerned  him. 

Last  night  he  found  her  drunk  on  the  sofa  so  this  fallacy  wasn’t  making  any 
sense. 

“Mary,  listen  to  me.  We  don’t  have  any  children.  You  didn’t  cook  steak  and 
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potatoes  last  night.  You  drank  too  much  wine  and  passed  out  in  the  living  room. 
Don’t  you  remember?” 

“Don’t  say  such  things,  the  girls  can  hear  you.  It  hurts  their  feelings,  them 
knowing  their  father  doesn’t  love  them  enough  because  they  weren’t  his 
precious  sons.  Please  just  lower  your  voice.  1  don’t  want  to  upset  them.” 

“Mary  we  don’t  have  children.  We  don’t  have  daughters.”  The  anger  inside 
him  was  growing.  How  could  she  continue  on  with  the  nonsense?  Enough  was 
enough. 

“Carl,  please  don’t  say  that.  We  have  two  beautiful  daughters.  Aubrey  Marie, 
she’s  sixteen  and  extremely  bright  and  we  named  her  after  your  mother.  Then 
there’s  Mary  Elizabeth.  She’s  20  years  old,  in  college  and  we  named  her  after 
me.  Carl  please,  don’t  be  so  brash.”  1  le  could  see  the  tears  welling  in  her  pasty 
blue  eyes  -  a  different  color  from  the  usual  mix. 

“Mary,  I  am  not  your  father.  Stop  fucking  around.  You  know  it’s  me.” 

A  hard  knock  at  the  door  startled  them  both.  In  nothing  but  her  pajamas 
Marybeth  opened  the  front  door  only  to  be  greeted  by  a  grey  haired  old  man. 

“Are  you  Mary  McIntyre?”  he  coughed. 

“Heavens  no,  my  names  Mar — “ 

“Yes  she’s  Mary,  what  is  the  issue?” 

You’ve  been  served.  Have  a  nice  day.” 

Astonishment  crept  across  Anthony’s  face  as  he  watched  the  old  man  creep 
his  way  back  down  the  narrow  hall.  Served?  He  slowly  opened  the  manila 
envelope  to  find  papers  addressed  to  Mary  -  she  was  being  sued  by  a  Bobby 
Miller  for  sexual  misconduct  with  a  patient  and  malpractice. 

“Mary,  please  explain  to  me  why  you’re  being  sued  by  a  Bobby  Miller  for 
sexual  misconduct?  You  had  sex  with  a  patient?”  he  yelled  as  he  slammed  the 
front  door. 

“Patient?  Sex?  I’m  waitress.  Besides  I  did  nothing  but  console  that  poor 
child  on  the  awful  tortures  his  mother  slayed  upon  him,  there  was  no  sex 
involved.  And  stop  calling  me  Mary.”  Tears  began  to  well  in  her  eyes  as 
accusations  of  being  a  pedophiliac  smacked  her  like  a  cold  winter’s  morning. 

“Just  stop  it  already.  I’ve  had  enough  of  this  foolishness.  Stop  acting  like  a 
fucking  nutcase.  It’s  not  funny  anymore.” 

His  harsh  words  seemed  to  stab  Mary  in  the  chest  like  a  knife  as  she 
hiccupped  her  breathing.  Slowly  then  all  at  once  the  tears  came  rolling  in  like 
a  rip  tide  and  she  hastily  ran  to  the  bathroom.  He  didn’t  bother  following  up 
behind  her  for  fear  of  feeding  into  her  whimsical  lies.  He  cupped  his  forehead 
into  his  moist  hand  as  the  sweat  beads  seemed  to  cool  him  off. 

“Wow  you  were  a  real  asshole  to  her...  props  for  making  the  old  bag  cry.” 

“Mary,  what  are  you  talking  about?”  He  breathed. 

“Nope  still  no  Mary.  You’re  stuck  with  your  favorite  person...”  she  smirked. 

“Let  me  guess.... Aubrey?  Are  you  the  reason  she’s  being  sued?  I  also  still 
don’t  understand  why  you  all  of  a  sudden  have  ‘split  personalities?”’ 

She  scoffed  at  him.  “It’s  that  Bobby  kid  isn’t  it?  Should  have  known  he’d  be 
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a  little  rat.  Nothing  about  us  is  ‘all  of  a  sudden’.  We’ve  been  around  a  lot  longer 
than  you  think.” 

“Mary  I’m  not  fucking  around  anymore.”  Anthony  was  no  longer  calm,  but 
extremely  furious.  “My  name  isn’t  Mary.  I’m  Aubrey  her  sister!”  she  yelled. 

For  all  he  knew,  Mary  didn’t  have  any  siblings,  which  is  why  none  of  this  made 
sense  to  him.  Me  couldn’t  take  any  more  of  her  mind  games  and  made  up  fables 
of  people  she  thinks  she  is. 

“Mary  you  stop  right  this  instant!  Stop  with  the  pretending,  just  lucking  stop 
it!!!”  Voices  roared  throughout  the  house  as  an  argument  erupted.  “You’re  such 
an  asshole.  No  one  is  faking  you  idiot.  My  name  is  Aubrey  Marie  McIntyre.  I’m 
16  years  old  and  my  sister  Mary  Elizabeth  McIntyre  died  when  she  was  20  years 
old  because  she  couldn't  take  it  anymore.  She  couldn’t  go  on  living  because  she 
knew  no  one  would  believe  what  happened  to  her  -  although  it  happened  to  me 
too.”  With  the  emotions  of  a  Mexican  bull  swelling  inside  her,  Aubrey  treaded 
towards  the  front  door. 

Disgust  eased  its  way  through  the  air  as  Anthony  tried  to  swallow  the 
realization  of  what  was  going  on.  “Mary  it’s  going  to  be  okay...  1  believe  you, 

I  promise.  Your  name  is  Mary  Elizabeth.  Please,  just  please  stop  with  the 
personalities.” 

“Fuck  you!”  She  screamed  before  slamming  the  front  door  behind  her. 

Another  2  days  had  skated  by  before  there  was  any  sign  of  Mary.  Anthony 
called  all  the  local  police  stations,  hospitals,  homeless  shelters,  morgues, 
anything  he  could  possibly  think  of  he  called.  It  was  2pm  on  a  Saturday 
afternoon  when  his  cell  phone  rang  that  same  familiar  tone. 

“Hello?”  his  voice  curdled  as  he  prayed  for  it  to  be  her. 

“Is  this  Anthony  Porter?” 

“Yes.  May  I  ask  who  is  calling?” 

“This  is  Josephine  from  Sacred  Heart  Psychiatric  Hospital  in  Boone 
County  New  Jersey.  We  have  your  wife  Marybeth  here.  She’s  in  pretty  critical 
condition.” 

“What  happened  to  her?”  he  asked  in  a  dreadful  tone. 

“She  drank  herself  into  a  coma  with  sleeping  pills,  and  slit  both  of  her 
wrists.” 

The  phone  slipped  between  the  crevices  of  his  sweaty  palms  slamming  into 
the  carpeted  ground. 

The  4  hour  car  ride  to  Boone  County,  New  Jersey  was  excruciatingly  long. 

It  took  everything  in  him  not  to  release  the  bile  from  his  stomach  all  over  the 
dash  of  his  car.  Walking  through  the  hospital  doors  sent  a  sudden  weakness  in 
his  bones.  The  nurses  immediately  took  him  to  her  bedside  and  the  sight  alone 
brought  pain  and  sadness  to  his  heart.  Seeing  her  connected  to  iv  tubes  and  a 
respirator  twisted  at  his  emotions  and  sent  the  tears  welling  in  his  eyes. 

“Please  tell  me  she’s  going  to  be  okay?” 

“She  is  stable.  It’s  a  miracle  we  found  her  when  we  did.  But  I  do  have  to 
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ask  you  a  question.  Were  you  aware  that  your  wife  was  suffering  from  a  mental 
illness?” 

Sitting  at  her  bedside  all  Anthony  could  do  was  cry.  The  salty  tears  rain  trails 
from  his  eyes  and  landed  on  the  bed  sheets  as  his  head  lay  next  to  Mary’s  hand. 
Putting  all  the  pieces  together  in  his  head,  everything  was  slowly  beginning  to 
make  sense. 

“Anthony...”  murmured  the  nurse  “....she  wrote  what  looked  like  a  suicide 
note.  It  read:  ‘I’m  sorry  I  couldn’t  protect  you  from  him  -  the  both  of  you. 

Please  forgive  me.  Rest  in  peace  my  sweet  angel.  Mommy  loves  you  Aubrey.  - 
Marybeth.” 

With  blood  shot  eyes  he  met  the  sleeping  pale  face  oflhe  woman  he  loved. 
“Babe... I’m  so  sorry.” 

“ . daddy.” 


C  Anastasiya  Dankova 
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We  Shuffle  Forward 

Elizabeth  Chatman 


I  watched  the  little  girl  twirl  around  her  mother.  A  pink  tutu  and  light-up  shoes. 
Her  mother  was  distracted,  mouthing  quick  w  ords  into  a  phone.  The  girl  tilted 
her  head  up  towards  her  mother  for  a  moment,  shrugged  her  tiny  shoulders  to 
herself,  and  removed  her  backpack.  I  peered  around  nyloned  legs  to  see  her 
carefully  pull  out  a  small  stuffed  cat.  She  hugged  it  tightly,  pink  thread  nose 
touching  her  cheek,  tail  dangling.  The  cat's  stitched  black  eyes  dutifully  kept 
watch  over  her  shoulder. 

Heels  clicked  firmly  in  front  of  me.  The  tight-haired,  impatient  woman  had 
taken  a  small  but  decisive  step  forward.  She  glared  at  the  back  of  the  head  of 
the  young  man  in  front  of  her,  w  ho  hadn’t  shuffled  up  when  the  line  moved 
mere  inches.  He  stood  straight  and  tall,  but  not  with  a  high,  pretentious  chin  like 
most.  His  chin  was  blanketed  in  beard.  Slung  across  his  back  was  a  guitar  case 
freckled  with  stickers.  A  low'  beat  traveled  through  buds  in  his  ears  and  came  out 
in  taps  at  his  foot. 

The  TSA  agent  scanned  the  line  with  sleep  still  in  her  eyes,  a  heaviness  in 
her  pace.  She  gently  touched  the  shoulder  of  a  business  man  and  gestured  to  his 
suitcase,  mouthing  a  polite  question.  He  nodded  and  the  briefcase  migrated  from 
his  hand  to  hers  to  a  small  folding  table  past  the  line’s  perimeters.  After  a  few 
moments,  she  snapped  the  case  shut  and  gave  an  all-clear  nod  to  another  agent, 
handed  it  back  to  the  suited  man.  She  returned  to  her  idle  patrol. 

I  tugged  at  my  sleeve  and  checked  my  watch.  7:56.  Boarding  wasn’t 
scheduled  until  9,  but  my  empty  stomach  growled.  I  had  left  the  house  early, 
hugging  my  yawning  family  goodbye.  I  had  climbed  into  the  taxi  and  waved 
farewell  to  disheveled  hair,  sincere  smiles,  and  bare  feet  on  cool  concrete. 

We  shuffled  forward.  An  agent  scanned  boarding  passes  and  IDs.  A  couple 
embraced,  he  kissed  her  head  and  they  parted.  Chatter  on  cell  phones,  endless 
fingertips  thumped  on  screens.  We  shuffled  forward.  Zipping  of  luggage,  jackets. 
Unreeling  of  belts,  unlacing  shoes.  Clatter  of  plastic  bins  and  whirring  of  xray 
machines.  We  shuffled  forward.  The  impatient  woman  fidgeted.  The  young  man 
nodded  his  head  on  beat.  The  little  girl  and  her  cat  twirled. 


A  noise  erupted  and  the  world  shook.  I  flinched.  A  burning  surge  of  air  rushed 
by,  catching  me  like  an  ocean  wave,  throwing  me  back.  Without  asking  my 
brain,  my  chin  tucked  itself  in  and  my  hands  rushed  to  meet  the  soft,  peachy 
hairs  on  the  back  of  my  head.  I  touched  down,  my  hip  and  shoulder  meeting 
ground  with  a  resounding  thud. 

There  was  silence.  One  quivering  moment,  the  sharp  intake  of  air.  The  back 
of  my  eyelids  glowed  red  as  if  closed  to  the  summer  sun.  My  shallow  breath 
echoed  in  underwater  ears.  I  commanded  my  muscles  to  relax,  and  my  skin 

formed  goosebumps  against  the  cool  floor.  My  lungs  felt  scorched,  and  I  made 
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an  elTort  to  suck  in  more  air.  I  coughed,  pins  and  needles  pricking  my  throat 
and  igniting  my  chest.  My  left  arm  was  burning,  growing  too  hot  to  stand. 

I  tried  to  move  my  mouth,  but  all  my  shaking  lips  could  manage  was  a  soft 
howl.  My  fingertips  twitched  in  attempt  to  move  my  arm.  I  felt  a  tugging  at  my 
hand.  There  was  a  muffled  voice  behind  all  the  white  noise.  My  whole  body 
was  jerked  a  few  inches.  A  stabbing  pain  peaked  in  my  leg,  radiated  outward. 

I  heard  a  sharp  cry,  a  break  in  the  static,  and  my  ears  began  throbbing,  ringing. 

I  felt  arms  weave  through  mine,  hands  grasping  my  shoulders.  1  was  half- 
lilted,  half-dragged  away.  The  heat  ebbed.  I  was  gently  lowered  to  the  ground, 
slumped  against  something  hard.  I  cautiously  opened  my  eyes.  1  blinked,  and  an 
uncontrolled  gasp  pained  my  lungs. 

Smoke  billowed,  rose  up  while  embers  and  ashes  drifted  down.  Everything 
was  out  of  place,  thrown  around  and  crashed  down,  misaligned.  And  the  once- 
sparkling  floors  were  ravaged.  Streaks  of  black  char,  gashes  in  the  surface,  and 
rubble  aplenty.  I  squinted  through  the  haze,  saw  small  hints  of  movement,  small 
flashes  of  fire. 

The  ringing  in  my  ears  was  slowly  subsiding,  and  1  could  hear  a  voice  next 
to  me.  1  managed  to  turn  my  head,  letting  it  rest  tilted  against  the  wall  behind 
me.  I  looked  up  to  a  face  smudged  with  black.  Watery  but  focused  eyes  and  a 
beard  full  of  ash,  clinging  on  like  snow.  A  cut  across  his  cheekbone.  I  tried  to  say 
something,  but  all  that  came  out  was  a  deep  exhale.  His  head  snapped  up. 

“Hey,  you’re  going  to  be  okay.  No,  no,  look  at  me.”  My  head  was  heavy,  and 
I  had  begun  to  lower  my  eyes.  He  held  my  chin  up. 

“Hey,  hey,  hey.  Stay  awake  now.”  I  tried  to  blink  away  the  heaviness.  “My 
name  is  Carson,  I’m  going  to  help  you.  Your  leg  is  hurt,  so  I’m  going  to  have  to 
tie  it  to  stop  it  from  bleeding,  okay?  It’s  going  to  hurt  a  little  but  I  have  to  make 
it  better.  Do  you  understand?”  I  managed  a  quick  nod.  He  had  ripped  a  strip  of 
fabric  from  somewhere  and  gently  positioned  it  under  my  thigh. 

“Okay.  You  ready?”  1  took  as  deep  a  breath  as  I  could,  which  sent  a  painful 
tingling  to  my  lower  right  ribs.  I  clenched  my  teeth  and  focused  on  his  sooty 
hair.  He  pulled  it  taut  and  tied  it.  Screaming  pain,  then  numbing  pressure  and  a 
warm  rush  of  blood  under  my  skin. 

“Good.  You’re  going  to  be  okay.  Just  stay  awake  a  little  longer,  okay?” 

My  head  felt  clearer  and  I  was  able  to  nod  comprehensively.  I  shifted  to  sit  up 
straighten 

“Easy  there.”  He  glanced  around.  There  was  more  stirring  in  the  rubble, 
people  pulling  each  other  out.  “1  have  to  go  help,  okay?  But  I’ll  be  back  and 
more  help  will  be  here  very  soon.  You  yell  if  you  need  to  me  to  come  back, 
alright?”  1  nodded,  and  he  began  to  stand  up.  1  clutched  at  his  shirt,  staining  it 
w'ith  blood. 

“Wait.  Carter,”  I  rasped.  He  knelt  down,  brought  his  face  to  mine  so  he  could 
hear.  “Thank  you.” 

He  smiled,  a  tear  running  a  clean  trail  down  his  cheek. 

“Remember,  yell  if  you  need  me.”  He  stood  and  jogged  to  a  small  group  of 
people  forming  around  a  larger  piece  of  rubble. 
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I  focused  on  breathing.  In,  out.  In,  out.  I  leaned  my  head  against  the  wall.  I 
caught  sight  of  something  shiny  next  to  a  mound  of  debris  a  few  yards  away.  I 
squinted,  pulled  myself  a  little  closer.  A  cell  phone.  And  just  beyond  that,  a  pale 
hand  and  wrist  peeking  out  from  under  the  mound.  Oh  no.  My  eyes  searched.  1 
heaved  myself  up.  Stumbled,  careful  to  not  put  pressure  on  my  leg.  I  gained  my 
balance  and  shuffled  over  to  the  mound,  hand  clutching  at  my  throbbing  thigh. 
My  head  turned  frantically. 

Then  1  saw  it.  I  stopped.  My  eyes  lingered  on  the  little  ash-coated  heap,  not 
wanting  to  see.  1  knelt  down  beside  it.  The  cat  lay  dusty  but  unharmed  at  the 
end  of  her  outstretched  arm,  threaded  eyes  staring  up  at  her,  waiting  patiently.  1 
swallowed  hard  and  carefully  rolled  her  onto  her  back,  quickly  overlooked  her 
for  any  injury.  Nothing.  1  hunched  down  and  put  an  ear  to  her  tiny  chest.  A  faint 
beating  consoled  me.  1  felt  the  subtle  rise  and  fall  of  shallow  breath.  1  pulled 
the  girl  into  my  lap,  cradled  her  head.  Her  shoes  flashed  with  the  movement.  1 
picked  up  the  cat  and  placed  it  next  to  her,  looked  around  for  Carter.  1  could  hear 
sirens  outside. 

I  spotted  him  crouching  down  by  an  elderly  man.  Sitting  up  and  nodding. 

A  younger  woman  rushed  to  the  man,  held  his  hands  and  cried.  Hugged  him, 
looked  up  at  Carter,  said  something.  He  nodded,  smiled.  Stood  up  and  glanced 
around. 

Firefighters  had  begun  to  flood  the  area.  Stretchers  and  EMTs  appeared. 
Extinguishers  hissed  at  the  last  of  the  flames.  Fresh  bottles  of  water  crinkled  in 
eager  hands. 

Carter  jogged  over,  offered  a  bottle  to  me  and  quickly  checked  the  girl’s 
breath  and  pulse. 

“She’ll  be  alright.  She’s  just  unconscious.”  I  sipped,  ran  my  hand  gently  over 
her  hair.  The  small  body  jerked,  coughed.  Her  little  fist  politely  covered  her 
mouth,  then  instinctively  reached  for  her  cat.  I  pushed  it  to  her  and  she  hugged  it 
tightly.  1  watched  as  her  eyes  opened  sleepily,  and  1  stared  into  the  deep  blue  of 
an  unknown  tomorrow. 
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That  Voice  in  Your  Head  We  All  Have 

Marty  Deenihan 


Why  hello  ladies  and  gents,  I’m  your  host  for  this  delectable  tale  you  are 
about  to  embark  upon.  Shall  1  set  the  rules  for  this  tale  before  you  wander  into 
a  menagerie  of  insanity  and  choice?  Very  well  you  see  the  rules  for  this,  shall 
we  call  it  a  game?  Are  quite  simple  you  choose  what  you  would  do  and  the 
corresponding  letter  associated  with  your  choice  you  will  follow.  Simply  put, 
this  is  your  story  more  than  mine.  Enjoy  and  oh  try  not  to  die  please;  cleaning  up 
bodies  is  just  such  a  hassle.  Also,  if  you  die,  you  lose.  Pass  it  along  if  you  would 
please,  and  add  to  this  ‘game’! 

Whelp,  you  just  totally  murdered  that  dude.  Not  gonna  lie,  he’s  looking 
pretty  dead.  Who  am  I?  Bitch  don’t  tell  me  you  don’t  remember  me!?  I’m  that 
voice  in  your  head  you’ve  literally  spent  years  trying  to  repress.  I’m  back  baby 
back  bitch  killing  people  can  do  that  you  see.  Now  see  what  you  do  from  here 
on  out  could  be  a  little  tricky  since  that  shitty  detective  of  yours  is  gonna  be 
here  soon.  Oh  what’s  that?  You  think  he’s  a  great  detective?  I  can  literally  read 
your  thoughts  you  lying  son  of  a  bitch.  Now  so  far  as  I  see  it  you  gotta  at  least 
hide  what  you  killed  Marvin  with,  but  where  the  hell  are  you  going  to  hide  a 
chainsaw,  you  dumbass. 

A.  Put  it  in  the  bathtub.  After  all  who  ever  looks  in  the  bathtub  in  a  murder 
scene,  right?  I’m  sure  it  would  be  fine. 

B.  Fuck  it.  Just  leave  it  there,  you  move  it  and  your  probably  more  screwed 
anyway.  YOLO  am  1  right? 

A)  The  detective  just  walked  in!  Hey  man  he’s  calling  you  over...  Did  he  just 
say  he  needed  to  take  a  shit?  Damn  it.  Well  I’m  repressing  again,  peace  out.  I’m 
not  gonna  stick  around  for  this  train  wreck  you  moron.  May  I  suggest  slitting 
your  throat?  It’ll  be  faster  then  waiting  for  fingerprints  they’re  going  to  get 
dumbass. 

B)  Hey  look  it’s  your  dumbass  boss;  lie’s  calling  you  over,  move  it!  Huh  he 
needs  to  take  a  shit,  tell  him  to  drop  it  in  his  pants!  No?  Too  bad,  well  I  guess 
he  doesn’t  know  you  went  and  killed  poor  Marvin  yet,  anyway,  you  psychotic 
nutcase. 

I  mean,  why  kill  a  Jewish  clown  anyway,  and  with  a  chainsaw?  I  mean  sure, 
he  was  sleeping  with  your  significant  other,  and  he  was  a  complete  prick  to 

everyone,  and  he  was  a  goddamn  clown,  and  as  such  a  minion  of  Satan  himself. 

57 


Now  that  I’ve  thought  about  it,  good  work  killing  that  useless  piece  of  diabolical 
trash,  seriously  man,  nice.  Looks  like  they  found  some  of  your  blood  from  when 
Marvin  went  and  cut  you  with  the  kitchen  knife,  you  have  a  hard  choice  to 
make,  me  amigo. 

A.  Drink  the  blood,  become  the  child  of  the  night  you  were  always  destined  to 
be! 

B.  Pour  it  down  the  sink  while  maintaining  eye  contact  with  the  detective, 
LIKE  A  MAN. 

A)  You  have  become  a  child  of  the  night!  Prepare  to  sparkle  in  the  daylight 
like  a  wonderful  unicorn.  Holy  shit  are  you  starting  to  seize?  Not  your  blood 
type  I  suppose,  well  this  stuff  happens.  Tell  Satan  he  may  have  gotten  you,  but 
we  have  still  slain  one  of  your  beloved  minions.  Marvin  may  have  slain  you,  but 
don’t  worry  1  will  always  remember  you  as  the  worthless  bottom  feeder  you  are 
and  would  always  be. 

B)  Maintaining  eye  contact  like  a  boss.  Alright  it’s  all  down  the  drain... 

You’re  still  staring  at  him.  Are  you  stuck  in  fear  or  something?  He’s  talking  to 
you.  Granted,  I  can’t  make  out  what  the  lard  is  saying  with  his  Russian  accent, 
but  still  it’s  the  principle  damn  it. 

He  seems  mad;  maybe  you  should  give  him  a  hug?  What  do  you  mean 
you’re  not  going  to  listen  to  my  suggestions  anymore?  You  think  you  actually 
have  a  choice  retard?  Stop  and  think  when  did  you  EVER  make  a  choice  without 
me  thinking  of  the  answers?  That’s  what  I  thought.  Bow  down  your  head  in 
shame  and  submit  to  me  as  your  master,  bitch.  Don’t  know  why  I  waste  my  time 
helping  you.  Hey  look  he’s  getting  fingerprints:  how  we  gonna  fuck  this  up? 

As  always  I  have  a  couple  ideas,  but  they’re  just  so  ingenious  I  can’t  choose 
between  them.  I  leave  the  choice  to  you,  the  one  who  can  move  us. 

A.  Push  the  guy  next  to  you  into  the  detective;  make  it  look  like  he  fell,  then 
fall  with  him  and  break  it  with  your  ungloved  hands.  What?  You  think  this  is  my 
best  plan?  Of  course  it  is,  oh  and  don’t  forget  to  keep  screaming  I’m  a  homy  boy 
as  you  fall  down,  this  is  essential  to  my  plan. 

B.  Might  want  to  pull  out  your  gun  and  just  start  shooting.  1  mean  at  this  point 
what  do  you  got  left  to  lose?  Besides,  it’d  be  fun.  You  know  you  want  to. 

A)  They  may  think  you’re  insane,  which  you  are,  but  they  don’t  know  I’m 
here  to  guide  you  through  this.  Now  you  may  want  to  kill  them  all,  I  sure  do,  but 
seeing  as  you  want  to  ‘get  away  with  it’  1  suppose  we  can  lake  it  nice  and  slow. 
Pussy. 
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B)  YEAH,  BE  A  MAN  YOU  MUST  SWIFT  AS  A  RAGING  RIVER,  WITH 
ALL  THE  STRENGTH  OF  A  GREAT  TYPHOON.  OH  MY  GOD,  HE  SHOT 
US.  THAT  HURTS.  I  THINK  WE’RE  DYING.  WHY  AM  I  STILL  YELLING? 
DAMN  YOU  BULLETS  YOU  HAVE  BETRAYED  ME!! 

Well  let’s  see  so  far  we  have;  left  said  chainsaw  in  place,  cause  YOLO.  More 
or  less  confessed  to  murder  while  pouring  blood  down  the  sink,  man  points  for 
that  by  the  way,  and  then  you  admitted  to  being  a  homy  boy,  still  a  pussy  for  that 
one.  What’s  left?  I  mean  there’s  pretty  much  no  more  concrete  evidence.  Looks 
like  you’re  going  to  get  away  with  killing  Marvin,  congratulations  you  failure  of 
a  man,  I  hope  your  proud  of  yourself  I  mean  ridding  the  world  of  another  agent 
of  Satan  is  always  a  good  thing,  but  hot  damn  do  1  hate  you.  Well  1  suppose 
there’s  only  one  last  thing  for  us  to  do  before  you  try  to  repress  me  and  see  some 
psychotic  listening  to  you  in  a  weird  chair  again. 

A.  Kill  them  all.  There’s  only  four  of  them,  and  I  believe  in  your  ability  to  kill 
you  have  proven  yourself  to  me  padawan,  do  it. 

B.  Just  take  off  your  pants  and  book  it,  they  already  know  you’re  crazy  just 
stack  on  more  crazy.  We  need  stacks  of  the  crazy.  After  all  crazy  is  as  crazy 
does. 

A)  Yes,  you  have  down  it,  you  finally  become  something  I  am  proud  of 
youngling,  After  all  today  is  Revenge  of  the  5th  and  all  the  officers  around  us 
MUST  DIE.  Wait,  dah  fuck.  How  did  you  kill  them  all?  Well  congratulations, 
man.  Now  burn  the  bodies. 

B)  Sitting  at  home  in  our  lounge  chair  having  Dr.  Whack  Job  lecturing  to  us, 
please  kill  him.  I  mean  you’re  in  a  mental  hospital,  what  do  you  have  to  lose  you 

sack  of  shit?  Do  it,  allow  the  cycle  to  repeat! 
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